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Abstract 
The participation of beneficiaries in development programs is widely seen as a potential means for 
empowerment and inclusion of socially marginalised peoples, and democratisation of the grassroots. 
International development agencies such as the World Bank and the United Nations Development 
Program, and critics of conventional centralised ‘top-down’ development approaches, emphasise the 
role of participatory practices in social transformation through inclusion and empowerment. 
However, some empirical studies scrutinising the unequal power relationships between external 
development experts and marginalised peoples in participatory development processes, point out the 
potential risks of strengthening unequal power relationships, despite the emphasis on empowerment 
and inclusion. A key research gap was identified: that the experiences of the socially marginalised 
people themselves, who have increasingly been involved in participatory development programs are 
generally underexplored in development research. This research set out to examine whether 
participatory development programs targeted at socially marginalised poor communities of Nepal did 
in fact contribute to their inclusion and empowerment.  
A qualitative multiple case study research design was employed in three highly marginalised rural 
poor communities – Madhesi Dalits, landless fishers’ community (Fishers), and Chepangs of South-
Central Nepal. An actor-oriented perspective and social interface analysis approach was adopted to 
comprehend the marginalised peoples’ experiences of development interventions in their particular 
contexts. The case study methodology involved in-depth interviews, focus groups and observation. 
The study findings showed that various state and non-state agencies have increasingly adopted and 
promoted participatory approaches and invested resources for the socio-economic development of 
marginalised peoples; however, the equity and empowerment implications of these efforts for the 
local communities were limited. Collaboration of marginalised peoples’ organisations with external 
development agencies, particularly non-governmental organisations (NGOs), provided opportunities 
for them to access development resources, engage in networks and develop leadership. On the other 
hand, NGOs also contributed to the ‘professionalisation’ of community organisations by valuing 
leaders with professional or academic knowledge, rather than those with indigenous wisdom. In 
several instances NGOs advocated on behalf of those they considered ‘ignorant’ people and displaced 
them from their prior collective participation in social struggles against systemic discrimination and 
oppression. Interactions of community groups with NGOs led to the co-option of community leaders, 
creating elite groups and turning them into local brokers – a different social category – rather than 
facilitating their roles as active agents to encourage grassroots mobilisation for social transformation.  
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The study results indicated that in their efforts to empower marginalised people, NGOs promoted 
neoliberal notions of empowerment that focused on individual capacities and needs. The poverty and 
voicelessness of the marginalised peoples were viewed as an issue of inadequate individual capacity 
rather than outcomes of a long socio-cultural and historical process of subordination that resulted in 
reduced power and limited access to resources and opportunities. Local people were encouraged to 
focus on personal gains rather than the collective welfare. This became an incentive for local leaders 
and community elites to be co-opted within the existing power structures, where they would derive 
personal benefits rather than mobilise active citizenry for social transformation. Development 
programs emphasised managerial and technical solutions for the problems of poverty and exclusion, 
diverting attention from collective struggles against socio-cultural and political oppression. The 
individualistic approaches undermined the potential of collective struggles for equity and justice. 
This, in effect, limited the scope of community development to economic reductionism, ignoring 
complex socio-cultural and political barriers for empowerment of the marginalised peoples. 
These effects, though unintended, contributed to marginalised peoples becoming passive recipients 
of development aid, reduced dissenting voices against socioeconomic inequalities and discrimination, 
and weakened community solidarity and agency. This reproduced unequal power relations and 
perpetuated the status quo. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
1.1 Background 
Owing to well-documented criticisms of traditional centralised, top-down approaches to development 
practices in least developed countries during the past sixty years, many international development 
agencies, professionals and academics have begun to emphasise the importance of bottom-up, 
participatory avenues to reduce widespread poverty and inequality (Papa et al. 1994; Pretty & Ward 
2001; Schuurman 2003; Wakefield & Poland 2005; Dasgupta & Beard 2007; Labonne & Chase 
2009). This paradigm shift in development approach has led to increasing emphasis on the promotion 
of ‘participation’, ‘social capital’, ‘empowerment’ and ‘collective action’ in development policies 
and practices. As a result, in all countries, whether they are the more developed countries of the North, 
or economically emerging such as Brazil, China and India, or least developed countries in the South 
such as Nepal and Bangladesh, government, external development partners, non-government and 
private sector service providers are often found innovating institutional processes and methods and 
incentives to practise participatory development in their efforts to reduce poverty and inequality 
(Gugerty & Kremer 2000). 
The underlying idea behind this change in philosophy and direction of development is that a 
participatory approach is the best way to empower the poor, help promote and mobilise social capital, 
and foster democratic values at a local level. Such an approach also enhances the economic efficiency 
of the development interventions on the one hand, and helps to correct state and market failures on 
the other (Mayer & Rankin 2002; Titeca & Vervisch 2008). Empowerment of the poor has thus been 
established as an important strategy of participatory development practices and is increasingly 
considered as a criterion for development assistance (Mansuri & Rao 2004). 
Recognition of the importance of community empowerment through the strengthening of 
associational life is however not a new phenomenon. Following World War II, cooperative 
movements, the Gandhian notion of village self-reliance, and Paulo Frere’s ideas of organising the 
‘oppressed’ (Freire 2000) to enable them to take charge of their own destinies became popular in 
many parts of the world (Platteau 2004). Community empowerment for political purposes has an even 
longer history in the West than that of community development (Stoecker 2001). However, in the 
mainstream, i.e. for the public agencies and leading international development institutions, it has been 
a recent phenomenon to accord a high importance to participatory development and ‘poor peoples’ 
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empowerment’ as potential means for sustainable economic growth and poverty reduction (Fisher 
1994; Pretty & Ward 2001; Rankin 2002). 
Development policies in Nepal have also undergone significant shifts with the changing paradigms 
in international development policies and practices which also coincided with the domestic socio-
political changes. A popular movement in 1990 overthrew the longstanding autocratic rule of the 
king1, restored the democratic political system and opened up opportunities for the people to exercise 
civic and political freedoms. This domestic political change, allied with the international trend of 
liberalisation, steered subsequent shifts in development policies and approaches toward a more 
devolved and participatory governance.    
The focus of post-1990 development policies and programs has been the devolution of power to the 
lower tiers of governance, economic liberalisation, modernisation of the agriculture sector, 
infrastructure development and effective and efficient utilisation of the foreign-aid (Vaidya & Mayer 
2016). Unlike the overwhelmingly state-led development approach of the past, markets have emerged 
and are promoted as the dominant mechanism, to take decisive roles not only in economic growth 
and efficiency but also to ensure equity, social justice and political freedoms (Rankin 2004). 
With the changing development policy contexts, hundreds of non-government organisations (NGOs) 
and private sector development agencies emerged to work with rural people. During the past two 
decades NGOs have been instrumental in popularising ‘participation and empowerment’ of the 
socially excluded and marginalised groups as an important component of development interventions 
in Nepal. The concept has also drawn substantial interest among social activists and academics. 
At least four different sets of actors have contributed to this trend. First and foremost are the rural 
communities themselves, which in some cases have realised their potential to manage effective, 
equitable sustainable development and to demand substantial shifts in social power configuration at 
a local level, allowing themselves greater control over resources such as community forest users’ 
groups.  Second, the Government of Nepal has devolved management responsibilities for forests, 
irrigation schemes, health posts, schools, watersheds and other natural resources to local level user 
groups. The respective government departments of agriculture, irrigation, energy, forest, education, 
health, women’s development and local development have promoted community-based development 
                                                 
1 Nepal was under the autocratic rule of the Hindu King during 1960-1990. A people’s movement in 1990 paved the way 
to overthrow the autocratic rule of the monarch and restored the democratic rule that was ceased in 1960 by then King 
Mahendra. 
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initiatives. Third, community-based poverty reduction programs have been executed and supported 
by international NGOs and external development partners such as ActionAid, Oxfam, Care 
International, Plan International, Heifer International, the World Bank, Asian Development Bank and 
others. Finally, social activists, academics and social scientists have also given assistance to socially 
marginalised poor communities in a variety of ways to enhance their agency so as to promote their 
collective struggles against poverty and discrimination (Adhikari & Goldey 2010).  
Development literature shows two main typologies of the advantages of participatory development. 
First, it is viewed as an alternative approach of development to the traditional, expert-led, externally 
driven approaches which have been ineffective to bring any substantial change in lives of the poor 
across the globe. Second, participatory process is viewed as helping to promote inclusion, equity and 
justice through a process of empowerment of the poor and marginalised (Kyamusugulwa 2013).  
While participatory development is increasingly popular in rural development theories and practices, 
and the concept of social capital is considered as an important ‘missing link’ component of failed 
development in the past (Gugerty & Kremer 2000; Chen et al. 2014), there are growing concerns 
about the efficacy of these approaches to perform as expected in the role of developing the social 
mindset required for progressive social transformation and poverty reduction (Papa et al. 1994; 
DeFilippis 2001; Mayer & Rankin 2002; Schuurman 2003). Critics argue that the mainstream concept 
of ‘people’s empowerment’ and the current resurrection of ‘community’ in participatory development 
discourses is simply the neoliberal agenda of limiting the scope of the state (Harriss 2002); hence 
they place doubt on the value of this approach in enabling citizens to participate actively in tackling 
widespread poverty and inequality in least developed countries.  
It is argued that community-based participatory approaches overlook the importance of unequal 
power structures at local levels, and poor peoples’ struggles over resources (Harriss & De Renzio 
1997; DeFilippis 2001; Schuurman 2003; Wakefield & Poland 2005; Pattenden 2010), thereby 
sidestepping structural causes of poverty, marginalisation and inequality. Thus it is argued that 
participatory development approaches serve to discipline the dissenting voices in communities rather 
than to promote critical forms of resistance against structural inequities, injustices, oppressions and 
exploitations which in many cases are the root causes of poverty (Choudry & Shragge 2011). 
Moreover, the mainstream thinking behind participation, empowerment and community-based 
approaches often blames the poor for their state of being in poverty and casts the main responsibility 
for poverty reduction on them (Berner & Phillips 2005; Fine 2010).  
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Participatory development is also considered as a tool to expand the neoliberal ideology of promoting 
the private sector to deliver public services, so as to have large cuts in public expenditure. It has been 
claimed that this approach has limited consideration of the targeted community’s interdependence 
with other communities and the broader social system in which they are embedded (Barraket 2005). 
In effect, it is being argued that the mainstream idea of participatory development is basically an 
attempt to depoliticise development by promoting self-help initiatives for marginalised community 
groups and reducing the involvement of government agencies in anti-poverty and community welfare 
programs (Berner & Phillips 2005; Pattenden 2010).  
Against this background, the subject of this thesis is to examine the empowerment implications of 
participatory development practices on the socially marginalised rural communities of Nepal.  Nepal 
is one of the poorest countries of the world, with more than a quarter of the total 26.5 million 
population living under conditions of absolute poverty (GoN & UNDP 2014). The country is 
predominantly rural, and agriculture is the mainstay of the national economy. However Nepalese 
agriculture is largely subsistence oriented and commercial farming has only a little or no hold (Sunam 
& McCarthy 2016). Therefor the sector has long suffered stagnated growth less than three percent 
annual growth for more than two decades (Seddon et al. 2002). As a result, despite employing 75%  
of the total working adults, it contributes less than one  third of the country’s GDP (CBS 2014).  
In recent years non-farm income opportunities - particularly international migration and remittances 
- have emerged as new opportunities of household incomes for rural dwellers. In the last 15 years, 
the share of remittance income to GDP rose from 1.5% in 1995 to 25% in 2012 (Dahal 2014). External 
migration from Nepal accounted for 3.8 million in the year 2014/15 that constituted almost 14% of 
the total population (MoLE 2016). Overwhelming majority of the Nepalese labour migrants have 
been the men as 95.7% of the labour migration permits issued by the government over the year 2008-
2015 were only for them.  
The mass male migration from rural households has implications on development practices and 
empowerment. It is argued that women have broadened and deepened their engagements in 
community development due to out-migration of their male counterparts (Maharjan et al. 2012). For 
example, women’s presence in meetings of local community institutions such as the community 
forests users’ groups (CFUGs) in rural Nepal have substantially been increased over the years (Lama 
et al. 2017). However empowerment implications of such engagements are generally conditional on 
the remittance incomes of the households. In a case study on the relationship of male out-migration, 
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remittance incomes and women’s empowerment in the hills of Nepal Maharjan et al. (2012) found 
that women in the households, receiving higher remittance incomes had higher chances of 
empowerment and vice-versa.  However, migration and remittances have become important vehicles 
for socio-economic transformation in contemporary Nepal ‘in ways that revolution and development 
have really failed to deliver’ (Adhikari & Hobley 2013, p. 64).  
Nepal has historically been a unique land of great socio-cultural diversities. There are 125 different 
caste/ethnic identities, associated with 10 different religious faiths. There is an overwhelming 
majority of Hindus (81%) followed by Buddhists (9%), Moslems (4.4%), Kirants (3.1%), Shamans 
and Christians (CBS 2014). This diverse socio-cultural mosaic, labelled by Hagen (1961) as the 
“ethnic turn-table of Asia” (p. 69), characterises the country. However, structural inequality within 
this diversity dominates the socio-economic landscape (Langford & Bhattarai 2011).  
The foundation of the modern Nepali state was laid down during the late 18th century by a Hindu 
King Prithivi Narayan Shaha (originally from one of the hill district Gorkha of today’s Nepal), 
through the conquest and territorial unification of neighbouring tiny autonomous principalities ruled 
by various indigenous leaders. Soon after the unification, the warrior king declared the unified nation 
as ‘Asli Hindustan’ meaning a true Hindu Kingdom. 
One of the central ideas of Hindu philosophy rests on the caste system – the principle of descent-
based purity of human beings. According to this system some people are ascribed as pure and superior 
to others by birth. Hence, subsequent Nepalese rulers after the King Prithvi systematically 
institutionalised the caste system, whereby social exclusion is based on the birthright status of the 
individual (Gurung 2003). In the process of Hinduisation, different ethnic groups who traditionally 
did not follow the Hindu religion were also brought under the caste system, and the entire population 
was legally divided into two broad caste categories – pure and impure. They were further classified 
into five layers of hierarchy (as shown in Table 1) based on their lineage and occupation in the first 
Civil Code of the country, promulgated in 1854. 
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TABLE 1: Caste categories of Nepali society classified by Civil Code 1854 
Lineage Caste Hierarchy Associated caste/ethnic groups 
 
 
 
Pure 
Tagadhari (wearer of 
the sacred thread) or 
twice-born castes 
Brahmins, Chhetris, Thakuri, Sanyasis and some 
high caste Newars  
(Hindus) 
Matwali (alcohol 
drinkers) but non-
enslavable 
Indigenous peoples including Newars, Magar, 
Gurung, Sunuwars, Rai, Limbu  
(non-caste indigenous peoples, mostly non-Hindus) 
Matwali 
 (alcohol drinkers), 
enslavable 
Bhotiya, Chepangs, Tharu, Kumal, Gharti, Hayu  
(non-Hindu, indigenous people) 
 
 
Impure 
Impure but touchable 
castes 
Muslims and Western foreigners – non-Hindu 
Impure and 
untouchable castes 
All Dalit castes including Kami, Damai, Sarki, 
Mushahar, Badi, Gaine etc. (Hindu) 
Source: Geiser (2005) 
With this, the modern state of Nepal became an affair dictated by limited elites belonging to the ruling 
class, and high caste Hindu males. The latter group, who particularly hailed from the western hills 
(the original place of the ruling king), consolidated and controlled the economic and political power 
of the state by interlinking it with the Hindu philosophy (Gurung 2009). The rulers undermined the 
indigenous patterns of communal life and economic structures that existed in the hills and mountains 
of Nepal. The communal land possessed by the indigenous groups, popularly known as kipat, was 
abolished by law, and the land ownership system was converted into the private domain, with which 
the indigenous people were not familiar (Adhikari 2006) 2. As a result the indigenous peoples lost 
their ancestral land to the dominant Hindu caste groups belonging to the ruling class. The Civil Code 
                                                 
2 For detail see Adhikari (2006), Regmi (1976) and  Caplan (1970). 
7                                        
also formally institutionalised extreme forms of caste-based discrimination. The associated practice 
of untouchability was imposed upon Dalits3, thereby subordinating, segregating and oppressing them. 
Thus the indigenous peoples, along with low caste Dalits, became direct victims of exclusionary 
socio-cultural practices and political processes losing their right to dignified living. In later years, 
state-sponsored initiatives such as the establishment of national parks and protected areas, hydro-
power dams and community forestry programs further displaced many indigenous communities from 
their traditional homeland and means of livelihoods (Bhattachan 2005). Since the promulgation of 
Civil Code particularly after 1950; Nepal has witnessed massive socio-political and cultural changes, 
however, the fundamental nature of the exclusionary set-up of Nepali society has hardly been 
transformed, and injustice manifests in various forms and patterns of social life even today. The 
state’s politics, administrative, legislative, executive and judicial fronts are still overwhelmingly 
occupied by high caste Hindu males (Gurung 2009).  
Indigenous peoples and Dalits are in the most disadvantaged positions in socio-cultural and political 
affairs as reflected by the poverty statistics and human development indicators (Gurung 2009).The 
overall incidence of poverty in Nepal is 25.2%; however, for the Dalits and indigenous peoples the 
percentage is much higher, i.e. 43.6% and 28.25 % respectively when compared with the dominant 
caste groups Brahmins4 (10.3%) (GoN & UNDP 2014). It is important to note that more than 80% of 
the ultra-poor population of the country constitutes Dalits5 (Pasipanodya 2008). A similar trend is 
evidenced in the Human Development Index (HDI): Brahmins are the highest in HDI at 0.557, 
followed by the indigenous people (0.482) and Dalits (0.434) (GoN & UNDP 2014). Various reports 
have consistently indicated that there is a clear association between poverty and the caste and 
ethnicity-based disparities, marginalisation, exclusion and disadvantages in Nepal (NESAC 1998; 
Pandey 2000; UNDP 2009; Asian Development Bank 2013; GoN & UNDP 2014). These reports 
specifically indicate social exclusion as one of the most important development issues in Nepal.  
                                                 
3 The term Dalit literally means ‘oppressed’ and denotes a caste category at the lowest rung of the hierarchy in traditional 
Hindu society. The members of this category are considered as ‘impure’ and ‘untouchable’ by other castes. In the 2011 
population Census Dalits comprised 13% of the Nepalese population 
4 Brahmins are the caste group enjoying the highest position in the multilayered caste categorisation in Hinduism. Nearly 
13% of Nepalese population are in this caste category.   
5 Those who are forced to live on less than a US dollar a day 
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This study specifically focuses on socially marginalised groups which are economically poor, socially 
oppressed and politically excluded. However, one should not be confused that all members of the 
socially marginalised groups are always economically deprived. Similarly, not all people belonging 
to socio-culturally dominant groups are necessarily in better economic positions. Broadly speaking, 
peoples belonging to both the social groups are highly diverse and heterogeneous in nature, having 
different capacities and differential access to resources and opportunities and hence can differ in 
socio-economic standing.  
1.2 Problem statement and research questions 
The contrasting perspectives regarding the transformative potential of participation as discussed 
above are further complicated by the mixed performance of participatory development efforts to 
benefit the poorest sections of communities, as reported elsewhere (See for example, Gugerty & 
Kremer 2000; Platteau & Gaspart 2003; Mansuri & Rao 2004; Shakya & Rankin 2008; Govinda 
2009; Adhikari & Goldey 2010; Desai & Joshi 2014; Gupta 2014). Empirical studies of participatory 
development raise issues of sustainability, resources misappropriation and unhealthy competition for 
resources, elite domination and creation of dependency in poor communities rather than their 
emancipation (Platteau & Abraham 2002; Mog 2004; Jalali 2013). Moreover, there is a mismatch in 
theory and practice, as it is argued that theoretically the development actors may seek to empower 
the poor and oppressed through community-based organisations such as microfinance groups, and by 
heightening collective consciousness of and resistance to systemic oppression; however, in practice 
the main concern rests in the financial sustainability of the groups rather than in fostering 
transformative collective action (Mayer & Rankin 2002). 
Against this backdrop, this research has been designed to explore how the socially marginalised poor 
communities in rural Nepal have experienced and practised ‘development’ over the years. Given that 
social marginalisation and exclusion are the key issues in relation to Nepal’s poverty problems, how 
marginalised communities have experienced and responded to contemporary community 
development practices is largely a grey area of inquiry. While empowerment-oriented development 
intervention is no longer a new phenomenon among both the state and non-state actors, most of the 
development literature explores interventions and their success or failure from the interveners’ 
perspectives. The voices of the development beneficiaries, particularly the marginalised people, are 
rarely examined in development research. Understanding development from the peoples’ perspective 
is an important aspect for effective development management. This research is geared to this end.  
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The main purpose of this study is therefore to understand marginalised peoples’ perceptions regarding 
their participation in development practices where ‘participatory development’ has been gaining a 
considerable prominence among both the state and non-state actors in recent years.  This study 
explores live experiences of marginalised peoples with respect to their struggles against exclusion 
and marginalisation on the one hand and their involvement in various development interventions of 
state and non-state actors that aim to empower them on the other. While development might involve 
and engage people at best, it may not change anything with regard to social exclusion. It unpacks the 
complex reality regarding empowering or disempowering implications of the participatory 
development interventions targeted to the marginalised communities in Nepal.  
The study is guided by the following three sets of research questions: 
a. How do the socially marginalised poor communities in rural Nepal engage with and respond 
to the community development practices of various state and non-state agencies?  
b. What aspects of development engagements produce the empowering or disempowering 
implications for the socially marginalised poor communities, and how?  
c. How can the state and non-state actors improve their engagements so as to ensure 
empowerment and inclusive development of the socially marginalised poor communities?  
1.3 Significance of the research 
This research contributes in several key areas.  
First, it fills the gap in research on how community engagement can be employed to stimulate 
inclusive development, particularly by explaining how participatory development interventions can 
institutionalise social justice and inclusion principles in their operations. It is noteworthy here that 
the Nepal Human Development Reports (HDR) that have been published since 1998 (NESAC 1998; 
UNDP 2004, 2009) have consistently highlighted the persistent problems of poverty and inequality 
and the need for a comprehensive policy and institutional framework in place to promote inclusive 
development for poverty alleviation in Nepal (GoN & UNDP 2014). It is therefore a relevant, timely 
and immensely important study. 
Second, it is an emerging field and has relatively few empirical studies that assess how participatory 
development processes can induce inclusive development and contribute to progressive social 
transformation in Nepal. The few fragmented studies that are available on development research are 
mainly related to evaluation of specific development projects or programs (Adhikari & Goldey 2010). 
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Third, this study contributes to the critical debate on participatory development theories, policies and 
practices by scrutinising the contradictions associated with the ideological underpinnings and 
practical application of various approaches to community development. 
Fourth, it is hoped that the findings help with the recognition of some of the factors critical for 
inclusive rural development in Nepal. The emerging grassroots organisations of the marginalised 
communities and those who assist them and the development policy makers and practitioners can all 
make use of the knowledge generated in this study.  
Part of the impetus for this study comes from my personal experience working as a development 
professional both in the public and non-state sectors. I have been extensively engaged with the poor 
communities of Nepal and abroad in different capacities as a government official, NGO executive 
and consultant for more than 20 years. My roles in these positions have been diverse, ranging from a 
planner, executor to monitor and evaluator of the development programs. This experience has 
generated practically derived motives to better understand the policies and practices of community 
development, particularly with respect to socially marginalised communities. An empirical approach 
to understanding community development practices and associated implications in highly 
marginalised community settings would serve to highlight the nature and sources of injustices and 
factors contributing to the creation and perpetuation of injustices, and to assist with the design of 
development practices in socially just ways to overcome the long-standing oppression and deprivation 
experienced by the marginalised communities of rural Nepal. 
1.4 Structure of the thesis 
The body of this thesis is broadly divided into three parts. The first part is divided into three chapters 
that set out the study purposes, frameworks and methodologies. The second chapter presents the 
conceptual and theoretical underpinnings of this research. This chapter draws on a wide range of 
literature on development practices and processes in general, and empowerment implications of 
development on socially marginalised peoples in particular. A theoretical and conceptual framework 
for the study is delineated. Chapter three describes the methodology of the research. It details the 
study sites and communities, and the data collection, management and analysis approaches and 
processes. Methodological issues of validity and reliability of the data and study findings as a well as 
the ethical considerations of the research processes are discussed. 
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In the second part, chapters four, five and six present empirical case study results of the Dalits, Fishers 
and Chepang communities respectively, in relation to their experiences of community development 
processes and practices. An in-depth description of cases is presented along with narratives of the 
research participants with respect to the central theme of the inquiry. 
The third part is comprised of chapters seven and eight. Chapter seven presents a cross-case synthesis 
which draws on individual case studies to illustrate the marginalised peoples’ overall experiences of 
development. It examines how the marginalised peoples engage with and respond to community 
development interventions of the state and non-state agencies, and the associated implications for 
their empowerment. Chapter eight presents the discussion of the study findings, and the conclusion. 
This chapter is devoted to answering the principal research questions and discusses the study findings 
in light of the findings of other relevant empirical studies. It discusses the significance of the study 
findings in the knowledge and practice domain, as well as the limitations of this research. The 
concluding section of the chapter draws from the discussions in previous chapters to focus on an 
argument for the politicised development in general and the agency of the marginalised peoples in 
particular. 
  
12                                        
CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
2.1 Introduction 
This chapter presents a review of the literature related to participatory development practices and 
underlying theories that contribute to methodological and analytical approaches of this research. 
Relevant key concepts – development, community development, social exclusion, marginalisation, 
participation and empowerment - are discussed in detail. These concepts are interrelated and highly 
contested in literature. They appear as core ideas both in mainstream and alternative discourses, but 
the meanings differ markedly with different theoretical positions of understanding society and social 
change processes. Empirical evidence with respect to different conceptualisations and approaches of 
participatory development and their implications in terms of empowerment of the marginalised 
communities, is discussed. At the end of the chapter a framework for the study is delineated. 
2.2 Conceptual underpinnings of the study 
2.2.1 Development 
Despite its extensive usage, the term ‘development’ appears as a complex, contested and elusive 
concept in social science literature, vaguely referring to a set of assumptions about the change process. 
In common parlance, development can be defined as the process of social change that enables people 
to achieve their human potential to do things that they value (Sen 1999; Esteva 2009). 
The concept of development has evolved over the years and is often used interchangeably for a wide 
range of ideas, including ‘economic growth’, ‘progress’, ‘participation’ or ‘empowerment’ in ways 
always giving favourable meaning toward the change process. However, some or all of these terms 
have different meanings and connotations to different peoples based on their ideological position to 
understanding the social change process. Geiser (2014) has summarised the contested ideas of 
development into three main ideological standpoints: residual/trickle-down, radical/relational and 
post-modern 
Residual/trickle-down perspective 
The residual or trickle-down perspective emphasises economic growth of the society and assumes 
that such growth benefits everybody – even the poorest groups – through ‘trickle-down effects’ in 
terms of increased opportunities of earning more income (Bernstein 1992) The poor and 
disadvantaged peoples are considered as residual categories who are excluded from the benefits of 
13                                        
the trickle-down process, and a focus is placed on including them more effectively in the process of 
development through socio-cultural and political reforms (Pieterse 2010). 
This perspective is greatly influenced by the propositions of evolutionary/modernisation social 
theory. A basic tenet of modernisation paradigm is a call for progress of ‘backward societies’ through 
industrialisation, economic growth and socio-cultural and political modernisation which would be 
achieved through massive investments and integration into the capitalist economic system (Bull & 
Bøås 2012). A critical alternative to the modernisation paradigm – the dependency theory of social 
change – also emphasises economic growth and modernisation of poor societies, but relies on 
autocentric and self-sustainance strategies of the national economies to achieve it rather than 
integrating into the capitalist world economy (Andrews & Bawa 2014). 
The trickle-down perspective generally views external interventions as a key strategy for inducing 
desirable changes in society. Such interventions were primarily state-led until the 1980s; however, 
with the widespread adoption of liberal policies by many countries from 1990s, the primacy of the 
state as development provider has been replaced by the market as the ‘driver of the progress’ (Crewe 
& Axelby 2012, p. 7). Thus development processes until early 1980s emphasised expansion of public 
agencies while since the 1990s  more attention has been given to private initiatives including non-
government organisations (NGOs) (Geiser 2014). In Nepalese context, the emphasis is further 
expanded involving cooperatives along with the government agencies, private and NGOs in 
development (NPC 2016).  
In practice, this perspective typically aims to integrate excluded peoples more deeply into the markets 
and is the core idea in the discourses and the dominant trend in contemporary development practices 
(Tesoriero 2010; Bull & Bøås 2012; Geiser 2014). The language has changed over the years but the 
core belief in the ‘trickle-down effect’ of growth exists in mainstream development policies and 
practices. For example, the World Bank, one of the key actors in international development, nearly 
40 years ago characterised development problems and measures of addressing them as: 
The poor are apt to be bypassed by growth, many of them have only weak links to the 
organised market economy, they own fewer productive assets, they are often less educated 
and frequently in poor health and with lower incomes, they have less ability to save and 
invest…Modifications in the pattern of growth to increase the productivity of the poor must 
thus be central to an effective attack on poverty…These modifications have two essential 
aspects. The first is to raise the productivity…The second is to increase employment 
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opportunities…particularly by encouraging more labour-intensive patterns of production. 
(World Bank 1978, p. 26). 
Two issues are clear in the statement: poverty is associated with weak market integration; and the aim 
of development is to address poverty through increased productivity and employment opportunities 
that essentially integrate poor people with the markets. The significance of this proposition is still 
valid even today as highlighted in the following quote. 
The rapid diffusion of technology and greater access to capital and world markets have 
enabled economic growth…and indeed helped many countries and people move forward… 
(however)…other regions and populations appear to have been left behind, and they are still 
facing violence, slow growth, and limited opportunities for advancement (World Bank 2017, 
p. 2).  
Development policies and programs in developing countries including Nepal have been greatly 
influenced by the trickle-down perspective. The recently endorsed Agriculture Development Strategy 
of Nepal, which will guide the sector for next 20 years, states: 
Strengthened linkages between agriculture and other sectors in the economy will be critical 
to the reduction of poverty, particularly in rural areas where the development of non-farm 
activities based on agriculture will be fundamental for the growth of an overall robust 
economy, a more balanced rural economy, and employment generation (Ministry of 
Agriculture Development 2013, p. 3).  
Similarly, the 14th National Plan of Nepal (2016/17-2018/19) emphasises high economic growth 
through intensification of agriculture and increased cash crop production as key strategies to reduce 
rural poverty (NPC 2016). The investment strategy of the Asian Development Bank, which is one of 
the key multilateral development partners of Nepal, focuses on ‘accelerated, sustainable, inclusive 
economic growth’ (Asian Development Bank 2013, p. 5) through increased investments in 
infrastructure and enhancement of agricultural productivity.  
Although the trickle-down or residual perspective is still influential in contemporary development 
policies and practices, the relationship between economic growth and welfare of socially 
marginalized poor peoples has long been a contested issue in development studies (Palmer-Jones & 
Sen 2006). Critics have pointed out that this perspective suffers fundamental problems. The trickle-
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down principle is practically flawed, as economic growth alone is not sufficient to address poverty 
and inequality rooted in socio-cultural and political injustices, domination and oppressions in 
heterogeneous communities (Arndt 1983; Brohman 1995).  
Radical/relational perspective 
The radical/relational approach to development considers unequal and exploitative socio-economic 
relationships as the main factor impeding societal progress. Poverty is primarily considered as the 
product of injustice based on unequal and exploitative socio-political relationship (Bebbington 2007). 
In contrast to the residual perspective, radical scholars view societies as inherently heterogeneous, 
having citizens with unequal power and resources, resulting in conflicting interests. In this 
perspective, development is conceptualised as transformation of exploitative unequal socio-economic 
and political relationships of power and structures through critical analysis of social problems and 
empowerment of the powerless so as to enable them to claim equitable distribution of power and 
resources in the society (Speer et al. 1995; Beck & Eichler 2000; DeFilippis et al. 2010). Hence 
‘power’ remains the centre of analysis in this perspective and focuses on collective action of the 
oppressed to contest the issues affecting their lives. 
Thus, unlike the mainstream idea where poverty is seen primarily as an economic problem, the radical 
perspective puts the spotlight on unequal, unjust and exploitative socio-economic relationships of 
power, and exclusionary structures and processes that disadvantage certain groups. The primacy of 
the market is rejected and state interventions are sought to ensure equity and justice in processes and 
practices. The key strategy of development is empowerment and collective mobilisation of the poor 
and oppressed to make the state accountable to act against structural forces of domination and 
oppression (Bebbington 2007). The ideas and practices of bottom-up, participatory development and 
empowerment of the poor are the characteristic features of this perspective. 
The relational perspective of development has critical limitations as it treats poor and disadvantaged 
peoples as ‘passive victims’ of the social structures and undermines peoples’ agency. In fact, social 
structures and peoples’ agency are intertwined and are mutually constituted (Giddens 1984). Neither 
the agency nor the social structures are independent of one another (Giddens 1984; Jones & Karsten 
2008). Human agents depend on social structures for their action and their actions in turn serve to 
create and recreate the social structures (Jones & Karsten 2008). 
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Post-development perspective 
The post development perspective views contemporary development efforts as a ‘particular set of 
discursive power relations’ (Escobar 1992, p. 47) that essentially construct the notion of the 
‘developed’ and ‘underdeveloped’ world. Discourse refers to the systematic organisation of 
knowledge and experiences that ‘does not reflect but actually constructs reality’ (Storey 2000, p. 40) 
and tends to legitimise and reinforce the dominant views, repressing potential alternatives (Storey 
2000; Geiser 2014). Post development scholars therefore reject the contemporary development ideas 
and practices reflected in both mainstream and radical perspectives, labelling them as essentially 
Eurocentric constructs and political projects of the West imposed upon the rest of the world (Ziai 
2004).  
The post development perspective emphasises that development has failed to deliver its professed 
promise and has primarily become a mechanism of enriching the capitalist world order at the cost of 
millions of poor living in the developing countries. At the practice level, this perspective opposes 
tendencies to apply standardised, technocratic ‘one size fits all’ solutions, particularly in developing 
countries which are generally established and promoted in the name of ‘development’ by the Western 
industrialised countries under the global capitalist umbrella. This perspective takes a critical stance 
on established scientific rhetoric and focuses on developing and promoting localised, pluralistic, 
grassroots knowledge and approaches to resist exploitation and the dominant social order.  
The post development perspective has been criticised as superficial oppositional rhetoric without 
offering any substantial program for development practice (Brigg 2002; Pieterse 2010). Moreover, 
its essentialist accounts of the bad ‘West’ and the good ‘Rest’ and romanticised notion of the ‘local’ 
are unhelpful when trying to understand the complex social processes of development (Corbridge 
1998). Table 2 summarises the key premises and criticisms of the three broad perspectives of 
‘development’ discussed in this section. 
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TABLE 2: Three constructions of ‘development’ 
Development 
perspectives 
Key premises Criticisms 
Residual/ 
trickle-down 
(mainstream) 
 Development means economic growth and 
modernisation of society through increased 
production and productivity by using modern and 
advanced technologies and skills 
 Benefits of growth ultimately trickle down to the 
poor and disadvantaged 
 Market is the primary mechanism to benefit all 
 Trickle-down’ effect is practically flawed 
 Technocratic approach reinforces the unequal 
socio-cultural and political relationships and 
injustices 
 Primacy of market to benefit all is questionable 
 Too deterministic, Western construct 
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Development 
perspectives 
Key premises Criticisms 
Radical/relational 
 Unequal socio-economic and political 
relationships of power that exploit certain groups 
in the society. Transformation of exploitative 
relationships, processes and practices is therefore 
the main aim of development 
 State is responsible for ensuring non-exploitative 
social relationships, processes and practices. 
Organisation, empowerment and collective 
mobilisation of the poor and oppressed is key 
strategy to make state accountable against unjust 
social structures and practices 
 Deterministic, Western construct 
 Structural focus, undermines the agency of 
peoples and treats them as passive victims of 
social structures 
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Development 
perspectives 
Key premises Criticisms 
 
 
Post-development 
 Contemporary ideas and practices of 
development are the ‘constructed reality’ of the 
industrialised West, promoted through hegemonic 
discourses to the rest of the world 
 The development efforts so far have failed to 
address fundamental problems such as poverty 
and discrimination, as they miss the diverse and 
complex contextual realities 
 Practice-oriented, localised, subversive, 
endogenous initiatives have potential to reject or 
resist the dominant mode of development 
 An overgeneralised and exaggerated conception 
of development as there have been remarkable 
achievements in education, health and well 
beings of peoples due to past development 
efforts. 
 Many endogenous initiatives and collective 
actions at local levels focus on accessing 
development, not resisting it 
 Over emphasis on social movements may not 
work as there is no guarantee that social 
movements always have progressive intent 
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2.2.2 Community development 
In simple terms, community development is the application of development principles in a 
community context. Community development aims to promote or strengthen solidarity and agency in 
the community (Bhattacharyya 1995, 2004; Hustedde & Ganowicz 2013). Solidarity refers to the 
social configuration of possessing shared identity, issues, concerns and norms or a code for conduct 
(Bhattacharyya 2004). Agency is linked with the expansion of peoples’ choices and capabilities, i.e. 
the capacity of people to live the meaningful life of their own choice (Giddens 1984). Promoting 
agency means educating poor people regarding the root causes of their destitution and building their 
confidence to change, or what Freire (2000) calls generating ‘critical consciousness’. Thus 
community development helps to create critical consciousness of the problems that the marginalised 
peoples have, and preparing them to take active measures to solve these problems (Bhattacharyya 
2004).  
The term ‘community’, however, has diverse meanings to different people and in different contexts. 
Despite having a long history of usage among social scientists, the term community has been 
recognised as an elusive and ambiguous concept with numerous interpretations, and sometimes 
oversimplifications (Kepe 1999; Berner & Phillips 2005). In most common usage community means 
small village, town or neighbourhood. In some other contexts it may denote a special kind of 
membership such as to sports, spiritual or religious groups, and for others it may mean a social 
networking site (Pyles 2009). Community is therefore a complex construct composed of multiple 
dimensions. It includes people, organisations, place and in some ways the forces that affect them all 
(Cnaan et al. 2008). In simple terms, community means an organisation of people defined by either a 
common locality or shared identity. Hence, there are two key dimensions of a community – spatial 
and identity. 
The most commonly used and practised understanding of a community in development literature 
focuses on the spatial dimension, and refers to regularly interacting groups of people, i.e. a human 
organisation sharing a common locality (Kepe 1999). It is obvious that people who live in a shared 
locality tend to have some common issues and interests that bind them in their community. However, 
in recent years social scientists have increasingly realised that communities do not necessarily have 
to be geographically focused (Pyles 2009). There are certain shared identities such as race, ethnicity, 
caste, class, gender and religion that may bring people together, interacting as a distinct community; 
despite living in distant places. Similarly, issues such as social exclusion, gender-based discrimination 
and violence, globalisation, corporatisation and environmental destruction have aligned people 
together from across the world, constituting a global community based on shared values of social 
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justice. Therefore, in a broader sense, community means the interactive groups of people linked 
together by either a shared locality or personal characteristics and causes (Rubin & Rubin, 2008). 
This study focuses on marginalised poor rural communities and defines the term ‘community’ in a 
broader sense, i.e. regularly interacting groups of people having shared identity, grievances and 
concerns, located either in a common locality or geographically dispersed in rural settings. 
Community development approaches 
Based on the synthesis of more than 300 journal articles on community development over nearly two 
decades, Christenson (1989) came up with three distinct approaches toward community development 
across the globe: self-help, technical assistance, and conflict. Other social science scholars such as 
Rothman (2001) and Fisher (1994) have also synthesised community development practices under 
various approaches or models based on the philosophies, orientation and practice variables they adopt. 
Rothman (2001) and Christenson’s (1989) categorisations are almost the same, with only a difference 
in nomenclature. Rothman articulates global approaches toward community development as locality 
development, social planning/policy, and social action. This succinct categorisation embraces the 
wide range of community development practices and provides a framework to examine the underlying 
assumptions with respect to the social change strategies pertaining to each approach (Shragge 2013).  
Locality development or self-help approach emphasises creating harmonious communities through 
better social integration, local leadership development and capacity building of the communities in a 
particular geographical location such as a village or town (Pyles 2014). Though seemingly an ideal 
construction, this approach has serious flaws. First, it heavily situates local community as the site for 
and solution to social problems, with greater emphasis on mutual cooperation and self-help. This 
conception is too parochial and inadequate to solve the complex socio-economic and political 
problems facing socially marginalised groups (DeFilippis et al. 2006).  
Second, this approach embraces consensus and collaborative strategies that lead to masking structural 
divisions and silencing dissenting voices, and finally reinforce the oppressive status quo (Rothman 
2001; DeFilippis et al. 2010). Third, it conceptualises poverty as an individual problem and focuses 
on changing attitudes and values, educating and nurturing personal development of the poor to 
overcome their poverty and hence grossly ignores the structural causes of marginalisation, exclusion, 
oppression and destitution that would require more direct intervention (Rothman 2001; Pyles 2014).  
Social planning or technical assistance approach to community development is a task-oriented 
approach with an emphasis on technical processes, particularly assembling and making rigorous 
analysis of data to prescribe solutions to social problems (Wakefield & Poland 2005; Pyles 2014). It 
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is an expert-led approach largely concerned with identifying, selecting, launching, arranging and 
delivering goods and services to the needy people in the community by forging necessary interagency 
coordination and cooperation so as to avoid both duplication and gaps in services. This approach has 
limited potential to transform unequal power relations; rather it reinforces the existing social order 
(Rothman 2001).  
Social action approach ideally focuses on redistribution of power and resources to favour the 
disadvantaged communities. It emphasises the transformation of existing power configuration of the 
society. This approach presumes that there is an injustice in distribution of resources and opportunities 
in the community and seeks to organise the oppressed or marginalised people so as to create collective 
pressure on the larger society, demanding increased access to resources, equity and justice (Bobo & 
Max 2001).  
Table 3 summarises key features of the three different approaches of community development.  
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TABLE 3: Models of community development 
Models Locality Development Social Planning Social Action/Conflict 
Focus 
Promotion of mutual cooperation and 
self-help among community 
members to develop self-reliant 
communities 
Solving specific community 
problems 
 Transformation of unjust power 
relationships 
 Redistribution of resources 
 Realisation of social justice 
Process 
Community members are encouraged 
to identify problems and devise the 
solutions 
Experts define the problems 
and emphasise educating 
the community as solution 
 Change agents and community 
members jointly problematise the 
issues and work for change 
Expected outcomes 
Capacity enhancement of the local 
community to solve their problems 
by themselves 
Identified problems solved 
 Empowerment of the oppressed, 
 Resources redistributed  
 Society transformed 
‘Community’ is 
viewed as: 
Particular geographical location of 
people with common interest and a 
site of both the problems and 
solutions 
Particular geographical 
locations defined by the 
experts 
 A geographical location having people 
with diverse interests – poor and rich. 
 Organisations/networks of people 
dispersed geographically but having 
common concerns 
Relation to existing 
power structure 
Collaborative, consensual Embedded  Confrontational 
Source: Wakefield & Poland (2005); Christenson et al., (1989) 
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From an outcome perspective, community development approaches can be divided into two distinct 
paradigms. At one end are transformative approaches; at the other end are transactional approaches, 
also called means-oriented and ends-oriented approaches (Pyles 2014). Development approaches that 
aim to foster collective action for rapid social change to favour the marginal groups can be categorised 
as means-oriented or transformative approaches. In these approaches certain institutions, attitudes 
and practices are considered to be responsible for creating an unequal power structure that perpetuates 
social problems, and the development interventions are considered as the means to transform these 
components of power structure, thereby bringing desirable changes in the communities.  
Ends-oriented or transactional approaches seek to achieve incremental changes in the community 
rather than a fundamental transformation (Pyles 2014). Poor and marginal groups and their problems 
may be recognised, but the solution is always sought at a personal level, particularly on the poor 
themselves, and attempts are made to overcome the problems primarily through provision of services, 
training, education and personal skill development. Some community development practices may, 
however, engage with the divergent approaches, utilising ideas from both frameworks, and fall 
somewhere along the continuum between these two end points. For example, a development agency 
working for the rights of Dalit people may actively seek to transform caste-based discrimination, and 
at the same time it may also be involved in addressing their immediate livelihood needs. 
2.2.3 Social exclusion  
The concept of social exclusion in development has a comparatively recent origin. It was first used 
in France during the early 1970s to refer to various categories of people who were not covered by the 
employment-based social security system of the country (Pradhan 2006). Since the 1980s it has 
evolved and become widespread as an alternative concept for the study of human deprivation, and 
carries divergent meanings based on different schools of social and political thought (Silver 1994; de 
Haan 1998). In general terms, social exclusion refers to processes through which certain groups of 
individuals are wholly or partly denied from participating the mainstream socio-economic, political 
and cultural affairs of the society.  
Silver (1994) has systematically analysed and presented three major paradigms of social exclusion – 
solidarity, specialisation, and group monopolies. In the solidarity paradigm, social exclusion is 
understood as the breakdown of social bonds in the society, particularly in cultural and moral terms, 
and the poor, unemployed and ethnic minorities are viewed as deviant and excluded (Silver 1994). 
The specialisation paradigm views exclusion as discrimination, i.e. the boundaries of different social 
groups deny individuals participation in social interaction (de Haan 1998). The phenomenon of the 
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Dalit peoples’ categorisation as low caste, preventing them from participating in many socio-cultural 
affairs in Nepali society, can best be understood by applying the specialisation paradigm of exclusion. 
The monopoly paradigm views social systems as essentially hierarchical, with differential power 
spread among different social groups, where powerful groups generally control resources and 
opportunities and restrict the access of other groups (de Haan 1998). Thus, unlike in conventional 
mainstream approaches of development where human deprivation is narrowly viewed as a technical 
problem attributed to the individual, the social exclusion approach focuses on social relationships of 
power and on the actors, processes, practices and mechanisms that exclude and deprive some groups 
in the society. The concept of social exclusion has gained considerable currency in development 
debates worldwide, including in Nepal since the 1990s. Social exclusion has significant relevance in 
this study as development debates in Nepal focus heavily on caste and ethnicity-based discrimination 
and oppression.  
2.2.4 Marginalisation 
Marginalisation and social exclusion are closely related concepts. Marginalisation refers to the 
processes that push and involuntarily place certain peoples and communities at the margins of the 
socio-economic, cultural and political mainstream of society, preventing them from developing their 
capabilities, access to resources, opportunities and services (von Braun & Gatzweiler 2014). 
Marginalised peoples are thus those who have relatively little control over their lives and the resources 
available to them; they are victims of exclusion, discrimination and oppression, are mostly ignored 
and neglected by the dominant social order, and hence are ‘at the receiving end of negative public 
attitudes’ (Kagan et al. 2002, p. 3). Marginalisation is eventually the root cause of poverty, inequality 
and injustices (Young 1990).  
The marginalisation process is defined and described in terms of two distinct but overlapping 
dimensions, i.e. social and spatial (Gurung & Kollmair 2005). The social dimension of marginality 
focuses on socio-cultural, economic and political structures and processes that exclude and 
disadvantage certain groups and communities in the society. The spatial dimension is related to the 
locational disadvantages of certain communities for better integration into the social system. 
However, in most cases marginalised peoples suffer from both socio-cultural and locational 
disadvantages (Chambers 1983).  
Social marginalisation is considered to be a form of oppression, where people belonging to certain 
groups or communities are excluded from meaningful participation in socio-economic, cultural and 
political affairs and are thus neglected and isolated (Young 1990). The socio-economically poor and 
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disadvantaged groups of peoples who have traditionally been excluded and discriminated against on 
the basis of caste and ethnicity are regarded as the socially marginalised communities in Nepal. Three 
main social groups – indigenous peoples (Janjati), Dalits and Madhesis – are broadly considered as 
socially marginalised due to sustained exclusion from ritual, cultural and place-of-origin grounds in 
the process of nation building of the modern Nepal (Gurung 2003).  
It should be noted that all poor are not necessarily socially marginalised and all socially marginalised 
people are not always poor. This study focuses on the issues of poor people of socially marginalised 
communities. These people have historically been exploited, displaced, neglected, ignored and 
excluded by the ruling elites and the dominant ideologies reflected in state policies, services and 
development processes, thereby posing direct threats to their livelihoods, identity and dignity 
(Bhattachan 2005; Gurung & Kollmair 2005). Socially marginalised poor communities are not only 
deprived of social, economic and political opportunities and services, but also face social, 
psychological and ideological paradoxes. The dominant groups portray the problems of the 
marginalised communities as of their own making and tend to blame them for their situation (Kagan 
et al. 2002, p. 7). This mindset not only blames the victims for their long-standing socio-economic 
problems and injustices, but also encourages outside ‘experts’ to define their situations and 
development problems and devise solutions that generally serve the interests of the dominant social 
groups (Kagan et al. 2002). 
2.2.5 Empowerment  
Empowerment is probably an overused term in contemporary development literature, and also the 
most poorly theorised, having diverse connotations in different contexts, with the risks of 
oversimplification (Kesby 2005; Raju 2005; Ibrahim & Alkire 2007; Tesoriero 2010; Cornwall 2016). 
The concept was first introduced in development literature during the late 1970s in connection to the 
women’s rights movement and grassroots resistance against socio-cultural and political 
discrimination in the West (vanderPlaat 1998; Jönsson 2010). Thus, with its origins in the context of 
resistance movements against injustices, empowerment is widely viewed as a process of combating 
the powerlessness of oppressed groups so as to enable them to act collectively against the forces of 
domination and oppression (Woodall et al. 2012). This suggests that empowerment means power to 
combat oppression and injustices and it involves collective action. Empowerment is thus the process 
of enabling individuals, families and communities to improve their situation through collective 
political action (Gutierrez 1995). Empowerment-oriented development practices therefore aim to 
increase the power of marginalised people at individual, group and community level to improve their 
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life situation. Thus, understanding ‘power’ in the development context is crucial in order to 
understand the empowerment implications of development programs. 
2.2.5.1 Understanding power  
Power has been a crucial issue in empowerment-oriented development works, particularly in relation 
to understand and overcome the processes of marginalisation, exclusion and oppression (Tew 2006). 
At the same time, power is a contentious and complex issue with contradictory and competing 
meanings that make it difficult to define and understand in universal terms (Clegg 1989; Lukes 2005). 
In common parlance, power means influence, control, authority, command or dominion of a group of 
social actors over others (Stirling 2007). Hence, power defines who holds resources, opportunities, 
knowledge, privileges and thereby control of decision making in a society. In development studies 
power is conceptualised differently depending upon the theoretical orientations of the scholars 
involved, i.e. modernists, structuralist or post-modernist.  
The modernist idea of power has its roots in the works of sociologists Talcott Parsons and Max Weber. 
Parsons views power as the capacity of a society to pursue a collective goal which is achieved through 
‘the institutionalisation of authority’ to those naturally vested with power, such as statesmen (Tew 
2006, p. 35). In Weberian terms, power means ‘the ability of one or more individuals/groups to realise 
their will, even against the resistance of others’ (Mayo & Craig 1995, p. 5). This implies that power 
holders, either through use or threats of force or through legitimate authority, generally compel the 
powerless to comply with the dominant order.  
In mainstream development practices, the issue of power is usually ignored or avoided; when there 
is consideration it is viewed with modernist lenses i.e. power is a commodity located at a certain place 
such as with the state authority or in the hands of a few powerful individuals/groups in the society 
(Tew 2006). Modernists believe that such power can be transferred to the powerless through 
negotiation and consensus if the aim is to empower the powerless. In doing so, new opportunities can 
be created for marginalised people to engage in development processes so as to facilitate transfer of 
power to them from the power centres within the existing socio-economic and cultural settings. 
Unlike modernists, scholars of structural perspective view power as a product of ‘an antagonistic 
social relation of oppressions’ (Tew 2006, p. 36) through which the powerful dominant groups in 
society derive undue benefits from the subordinate ‘others’ using ‘a variety of means including 
economic exploitation, cultural domination and violence’ (Tew 2006, p. 36). Society is primarily 
considered as an economically stratified social system in which dominant social groups – the resource 
rich – are the ones who exploit others and make them poor. The dominant socio-economic groups 
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tend to divide people into ‘them and us’, labelling ‘them’ as inferior in order to legitimise their 
exploitation and ‘power over’ them (Tew 2006, p. 36).  
For example, the high caste Hindus of Nepal had privileged access to state affairs, resources and 
opportunities in the historical process of nation building and became the powerful social group. They 
have maintained their authority over poor and marginalised indigenous and lower caste social groups 
by persistently treating them as ‘inferior’ for centuries. The structural perspective primarily 
encompasses the negative deployment of power in society, i.e. ‘authority, domination, exploitation 
or subjection both at material and psychological levels’ (Sharp et al. 2000, p. 2). This perspective 
seeks to offset oppressive power centres and structures by developing the resistance capacities of the 
oppressed through enhancing self-confidence and self-respect, community organisation, mobilisation 
and collective action. 
Both the modernist and structural perspectives basically conceive society in binary opposition: the 
power-holders and the powerless, i.e. rich-poor, bourgeoisie-proletariat, centre-periphery, upper-
lower, expert knowledge-local knowledge. However, unlike modernists, structuralists do not view 
power as a commodity to be possessed and transferred when required. Informed heavily by the 
Marxist ideology of class, social power in the structural perspective is understood as being embedded 
within the economic power; hence there is limited possibility to empower poor and marginalised 
peoples without transforming the overall economic system (Tew 2002).  
Postmodern scholars criticise both the modernist and structural perspectives of power for conceiving 
it in the form of centralised, accumulated commodity stocks positioned with dominant 
individuals/groups or oppressive social structures. The modernist and the structural perspectives of 
power appear to be simple, deterministic and unidirectional, and do not serve in understanding the 
complex nature of social power (Kesby 2005). Inspired by Michael Foucault’s analysis of power, 
postmodernists argue that power is not static, rather it is pervasive in society and widely diffuses 
‘through the networks of social relations’ (Pease 2002, p. 139).  
Power must be analysed as something which circulates, or rather as something which only 
functions in the form of a chain. It is never localised here or there, never in anybody’s hands, 
never appropriated as a commodity or piece of wealth, Power is employed and exercised as 
net-like organisation (Foucault 1980, p. 98). 
Thus, the Foucauldian notion of power is neither coercive nor fixed at some point but is manifested 
from various points in the interaction of different actors with unequal but unstable relations at a 
particular time and space (Foucault 1978). The postmodern perspective of power is particularly 
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important in development studies as it suggests the requirement to recognise the power of 
marginalised people.  Moreover, it rejects linear and deterministic approaches and aims to examine 
how power is exercised in everyday interactions within the particular development setting, thereby 
providing a more fluid, interpretive and reflexive approach of inquiry.  
2.2.5.2 Power considerations in development practices 
As briefly discussed in the preceding section, orthodox development approach generally tend to avoid 
the issue of power as it focuses narrowly on economic aspects of human deprivation and ignores 
socio-cultural and political injustices (Rowlands 1998; Tew 2006). This approach focuses on personal 
capacities, obscuring the complex socio-cultural and political relationships of power in the society 
(Pease 2002). Where the power is considered, there is a general tendency to place emphasis on 
strengthening individual capacity and self-esteem to enable greater participation in the ‘market’ as a 
means to overcome the sense of powerlessness (Leung 2005). Therefore, mainstream approaches of 
development are less focused on transforming oppressive social structures.  
In the contemporary development landscape the concept of empowerment is largely appropriated and 
co-opted by neoliberal modernist ideas, resulting in over-emphasis at the individual level (Raju 2005). 
One of the prominent actors in contemporary international development is the World Bank, which 
defines empowerment as:   
The process of enhancing the capacity of poor people to influence state institutions that affect 
their lives, by strengthening their participation in political processes and local decision 
making … to enable them to engage effectively in the market (World Bank 2001, p. 39)  
This implies that the ultimate aim of empowering poor people is to enhance the capacities of the 
individuals in order to enable them to engage effectively in the market, not to transform the oppressive 
social relationships of power.  
It is ironic that despite widespread recognition of the failures in many areas, the market still assumes 
a hegemonic position in the thinking and practices of development – not only among the free market 
ideologues, but also among left-leaning pragmatists (DeFilippis et al. 2010). Therefore, 
empowerment projects in mainstream development basically aim to enable marginalised people to 
better integrate into and benefit from markets. They aspire to improve marginalised people’s status 
without questioning the unequal socio-economic and political relationships of power. Unfortunately, 
oppressive social structures and unequal power configurations are the main reason for the deprivation 
and injustice suffered by marginalised people (Batliwala 2007).  
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As the modernist/individualistic approach of empowerment has gained prominence, the original ideas 
of empowerment linked with the transformation of oppressive social relations and reinforcement of 
social justice have become less evident in development practices (Batliwala 2007; Jönsson 2010). 
While there could be evidence to show that the individualistic approach to empowerment increases 
the confidence, self-esteem and material welfare of the oppressed at an individual level, without 
challenging the social determinants of oppression, empowerment at an individual level seldom 
emancipates the oppressed. 
The original radical idea of empowerment is closely associated with the structural perspective and 
aims to redistribute power and resources in the society. In this approach, empowerment refers to the 
process through which people develop capacities to engage in various activities at individual and/or 
collective level that are aimed at changing the nature and direction of systemic forces that oppress 
and marginalise them (Raju 2005). In practical terms, this indicates that the disadvantaged and 
marginalised communities increase their power to free themselves from oppressing and dominating 
structures of the society and take control of their lives (Jönsson 2010). The essence of empowerment 
in this sense is the promotion of social justice, and greater social and political equality for the 
marginalised groups through the mutual support and collective learning that operates simultaneously 
at both the intrinsic and extrinsic facets (Raju 2005; Jönsson 2010).  
However, the postmodern critical scholars differ from the structuralists’ and modernists’ linear 
conceptualisation of the empowerment process in which development workers and experts with 
knowledge, authority and ‘power’ can empower the marginalised peoples (Leung 2005). They 
emphasise self-disciplining and self-regulatory reflexive processes on the part of the development 
workers to address their own unequal relationships of power with the marginalised peoples embedded 
in professional works (Pease 2002).  
2.2.5.3 The empowerment process 
Social theorists tend to explain the concept of empowerment by devising different stages of social 
experiences leading to desirable psychological changes, in which an individual or group in a state of 
relative powerlessness passes through and finally gains a relative sense of power (Staples 1990; 
Gutierrez 1994). Synthesising the common themes of the empowerment process found in a wide range 
of literature, Gutierrez (1994, p. 204) describes the following four sub-processes of empowerment: 
1. Increasing self-efficacy – an increased sense of personal power 
2. Developing a critical consciousness: 
– reduced tendency of self-blame for past events 
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– increased determination to act for problem solving 
– identifying similar others 
3. Developing skills – acquire resources to be powerful at personal, interpersonal and political 
level 
4. Involvement with similar others – engagement in group activities with others sharing similar 
issues for problem solving. 
Gutierrez and Levis (1999) later defined a three-stage model as: consciousness–confidence–
connection (Carr 2003).  
Conceptualisation of empowerment in such a multiple-stage model implies a linear progressive 
process of change. However, development scholars caution that these stages should be understood as 
cyclical and developmental, not linear, as they are mutually reinforcing rather than unfolding in a tidy 
sequential fashion (Gutierrez 1994; Zimmerman 2000; Carr 2003). Carr (2003) developed a cyclical 
process of empowerment with four different constituent elements (Figure 1). 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FIGURE 1: Cyclical process of empowerment 
Source: Carr (2003, p. 14) 
The cyclical process of empowerment starts with the ‘position’ that defines human misery caused by 
‘powerlessness, oppression or deprivation’ (Carr 2003, p. 13). The powerlessness of an individual is 
the outcome of dialectical and mutually reinforcing relationships of both the individual’s 
psychological makeup, and the socio-economic, cultural and political factors of exclusion and 
deprivation. The empowerment process starts with the realisation of an individual or group that their 
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‘position’ is unsatisfactory and they can change it. Gutierrez (1994) argues that when an individual 
faces stressful life events and gets frustrated, it can be the catalyst for the empowerment process.  
Conscientisation refers to the process of developing critical consciousness which is the foundation 
of empowerment (Freire 2000). It is a dialogical process in which a group of the oppressed people 
move to uncover the socio-cultural and political roots of injustices that cause their experience of 
powerlessness (Gutierrez 1995). The conscientisation process first involves identification of members 
and formation of a social group of marginalised and oppressed people facing similar issues or 
problems in the society. Group consciousness develops, through which process the members begin to 
understand the systemic dimension of their problems and blame it rather than themselves (Carr 2003). 
Finally, they develop the individual and group efficacy required for collective social action and 
perceive themselves as the subject of social processes capable of changing the unjust social order 
(Gutierrez 1995). 
Interpretation is the inherent process of conscientisation in which marginalised people interpret the 
problems linking them with their everyday socio-political realities and hence create and recreate their 
group identities (Carr 2003). The process of conscientisation leads to group mobilisation for political 
action and change. The political action may or may not be successful in bringing the intended change 
on the first or subsequent attempts. In case of success, again the cyclical process of empowerment 
begins from the transformed new ‘position’ of the marginalised groups. If their collective action fails 
to change their position, they further engage in the conscientisation process and prepare for other 
rounds of political action for intended change. 
This study adopts the radical conceptualisation and cyclical process of empowerment. In light of the 
long-standing historical and cultural foundations of marginalisation and social exclusion in Nepal, 
marginalised people face deep-seated socio-cultural, political and psychological barriers to 
meaningful inclusion and participation in development decisions. Therefore, enabling them to break 
the structural barriers and discrimination is the primary aim of empowerment.  
2.2.6 Participatory development 
Participation in contemporary development lexicon has become popular and is directly linked with 
the claims of ‘empowerment and social transformation’ (Hickey & Mohan 2005, p. 237) to enhance 
the situation of traditionally marginalised and oppressed social groups.  Participatory processes in 
mainstream development practices however emerged mainly within the context of the widespread 
adoption of the neoliberal policy framework by national governments particularly after the 1980s. 
Until the 1980s, national governments were primarily responsible for the development that operated 
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in top-down fashion to ‘modernise’ the underdeveloped, backward, mainly agricultural societies 
(Campfens 1997; Tesoriero 2010). During the 1980s and 1990s, however, the least developed 
countries were forced to adopt economic restructuring measures under the neoliberal policy 
framework of Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs) promoted by the World Bank and the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF). This resulted in cutbacks in public services, particularly those 
run by the state bureaucracy (Campfens 1997).  
In the meantime, development critics around the world such as Chambers (1983, 1994), Sen (1985, 
1993) and Escobar, (1992, 1995) had been criticising the top-down, economistic, authoritarian 
approaches of development planning and practice of the post-World War II era. The critics argued 
that post-war development efforts were shaped by hegemonic discourses emanating from the 
powerful global economic forces of the North and imposed on countries of the South, and that those 
development efforts fitted poorly with the contextual realities. Such ‘development’ was ineffective 
and disempowering to the beneficiary groups, and caused overexploitation of natural resources, 
leading to significant negative socio-economic and environmental impacts (Mansuri & Rao 2004).  
Sen’s (1985, 1993) seminal work on the capabilities approach that formed the foundation of the 
human development paradigm, deeply influenced the wider development community and encouraged 
a shift of the focus of development from economic growth and material wellbeing toward a deepening 
democracy and empowerment of the poor, from top-down approaches to bottom-up, participatory 
approaches (Mansuri & Rao 2004). Within this context, the idea of participatory development gained 
prominence that emphasised active and informed engagements of the local community in 
development decisions that affect them. The aim of participatory development is thus conceptualised 
as a process of increasing involvement of marginalised people in development decisions ‘that affect 
them, over which they previously had limited control or influence’ (Cooke & Kothari 2001, p. 5).  
This paradigm shift in development thinking and practice created greater space for other actors 
particularly non-government organisations (NGOs), community-based organisations (CBOs), 
cooperatives and various voluntary grassroots organisations in the field of development (Jalali 2013). 
These organisations had had some limited engagement in development in the past, but the new policy 
and institutional context provided them with greater recognition and allowed their expansion which 
was previously dominated by state administered programs (Campfens 1997). 
Thus, participation in contemporary development practice has emerged and evolved like ‘faith’ – 
inherently a good thing that no one can disagree with Cleaver (1999, p. 598). It is widely considered 
as a mechanism of greater efficiency, effectiveness, relevance and sustainability of development 
interventions on the one hand, and empowerment and democratisation of the grassroots of society on 
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the other. It is even considered as an alternative approach for effective service delivery and sustainable 
community development (Tesoriero 2010). However, despite its widespread use in development for 
the past four decades, still the concept of participation permeates with greatly different meanings and 
understanding, depending upon the perspectives of the actors involved (Edwards & Klees 2015). 
The most fundamental difference in perspectives, as reflected in the development literature, is 
whether participatory process is taken as a means to achieve an end which is generally specified as a 
project goal, or is considered as an end in itself that ultimately enables the community members to 
control their own development (Dudley 1993; Hickey & Mohan 2005; Cornwall 2006, 2008; White 
2011; Thomas et al. 2012). The ‘means-end’ debate is also described as ‘instrumental’ or 
‘transformative’ participation – the former corresponding as an instrument for a specific project goal, 
while the latter embraces participation as a mechanism of empowerment and progressive social 
change (Nelson & Wright 1995; Buchy & Race 2001). In line with the ‘means-end’ and ‘instrumental-
transformative’ dichotomies, Rahnema (2010) distinguishes participation as ‘manipulated’ and 
‘spontaneous’, and argues that externally induced participation is essentially manipulated (Rahnema 
2010). He argues that spontaneous participation of people in development programs is necessary if 
the aim is to transform the society.  In a similar vein, other scholars such as Cornwall (2002, 2003, 
2008, 2016) and Gaventa (2006b) distinguish participatory processes as ‘invited participation’ and 
‘claimed participation’- the former corresponding with the instrumental perspective and latter with 
transformative.  
In practice, it is more common to see means-oriented approaches of participation as most of the 
development agencies seek people’s participation for effective and efficient implementation of the 
predetermined development activities. In this approach, participation is viewed as a mechanism 
through which the beneficiary groups get opportunities to be fully involved in the development 
processes, to share their views and enhance their knowledge so as to contribute to achieve the 
development objectives. Though the means-oriented perspective is pervasive in participatory 
development practices where agencies create formal fora for the beneficiaries to participate, negotiate 
and reach consensus, it is generally agreed that it has limited potential to shift the power relationships 
as compared to the end-oriented practices (Dudley 1993; Nelson & Wright 1995; Morgan 2016). This 
form of participatory process generally ignores the unequal social relationships of power and so does 
not necessarily lead to empowerment of the poor and transformation of the society in their favour 
(Morgan 2016). Rahnema (2010), Cleaver (1999); Cooke and Kothari (2001) and Lewis and Mosse 
(2006) point out that development agencies generally adopt means-oriented approaches which are not 
only less effective in shifting power relations, but in many cases they become ‘manipulative’ for 
traditionally marginalised peoples. 
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The end-oriented perspectives embrace participation as a mechanism to empower the intended 
beneficiaries that play a role in progressive social transformation. In this perspective, participatory 
process is viewed as a spontaneous mechanism of enhancing peoples’ capacities to improve or change 
their own life. Advocates of this perspective prefer an organic form of engagement in development 
practices, where participatory spaces are created autonomously by the poor and marginalised peoples 
or claimed from the powerful other actors in development processes (Cornwall 2002; Gaventa 2006b; 
Cornwall 2008; Rahnema 2010).  
Although the ‘means-end’, ‘instrumental-transformative’, ‘manipulated-spontaneous’ or ‘invited-
claimed’ distinctions of participatory processes as discussed above are often considered as denoting 
opposite alternatives, some scholars disagree with such clear dichotomies and suggest that these are 
the ends of the same continuum. These scholars argue that participatory processes have varying 
potential to develop the political capabilities of marginalised peoples that enhance their space to 
manoeuvre within local power configurations, which is the foundation for transformation (Hickey & 
Mohan 2004; Thomas et al. 2012; Cornwall 2016).  
No description of participation in development contexts comes close to the kind of ‘end’ 
experience. It seems…that the main distinction underlying the means and end continua…is 
a difference in whose ends are thought to be achievable through participation. Description 
of participation as a means reflects development professionals’, agencies’ and governments’ 
use of it to involve beneficiaries in development projects for a variety of reasons, some of 
which include making projects easier or less expensive, or in other ways providing some 
benefit not only to participants, but to those initiating and sponsoring the project as well or 
more so. Descriptions of participation as an end…reflect participation elected and initiated 
by beneficiaries in order to (but still as a means to) accomplish their own purposes (Thomas 
et al. 2012, p. 810). 
This research aims to examine the empowerment potential of participation, and which participatory 
processes can empower marginalised people to achieve social transformation. Transformative 
participatory processes provide space for marginalised people to engage meaningfully in decisions, 
and to negotiate power relations and everyday politics within the development arena. Marginalised 
peoples’ engagements in development programs can help to enhance their capacities through learning 
processes at individual and group level, and strengthen and sustain their collective action to transform 
socio-cultural and political structures of exclusion, subordination and marginalisation.  
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2.3 Participatory development and empowerment: key issues 
The empowerment potential of participatory approaches has been well recognised in development 
studies (Chambers 1983; Bebbington 1993; Chambers 1994; Hickey & Mohan 2005; Kesby 2005; 
Gaventa 2006b; Bebbington 2007; Chambers 2007; Gaventa & Barrett 2010; Cornwall & Rivas 
2015). The proponents generally argue that participatory processes, if placed adequately in practice, 
build the capacity of marginalised people by giving them a voice, and establishing reciprocal 
relationships between insiders and outsiders which form the foundation of empowerment.  
Gaventa and Barrett (2010) reviewed and analysed 100 samples of participatory research from 20 
different countries to understand the transformative outcomes of participatory development 
processes. They found that 75% of cases had positive outcomes such as increased sense of awareness, 
knowledge and citizenship increased sense of empowerment and agency; and increased access to 
resources. However, they also recognised some pertinent limitations such as increased knowledge 
dependency of the beneficiaries on outside actors; elite captures of the participatory processes and 
resources; an increasing sense of exclusion and powerlessness; and reinforced status quo.  
White et al. (2018); in a recent study illustrated that  community-based participatory development  
programs contributed well to improve small scale infrastructures such as drinking water supplies at 
local level but they have little or no impact on social solidarity and governance. They argued that 
development programs tend to operate on existing social cohesion to accomplish their infrastructure 
development goal rather than engaging to strengthen social solidarity. The study also showed that it 
was unrealistic to assume meaningful participation of marginalised peoples in development decisions 
as cultural norms and socio-economic factors were powerful barriers for them to participate in public 
spheres.  
In a case of the Indian Dairy Cooperative Society, Papa, Singhal, & Papa (2006) vividly explain how 
participatory practice is helpful to ensure not only an increased sense of empowerment among 
marginalised groups, but also to transform the social structure. They illustrate the transformative 
significance of a small intervention, i.e. dairy cooperatives introduced a rule in every collection centre 
that the milk sellers, irrespective of their caste status, must line up in a row to pour their milk. With 
this provision, members belonging to both the lower caste (Dalits) and high caste (Brahmins) lined 
up in the same queue with their milk and poured into the same container. It proved to be not only an 
empowering experience for the subordinated Dalits, but an effective means of weakening centuries-
old caste-based discrimination in the community. Despite few such illuminating examples, many 
scholars have pointed out prominent issues that may limit the empowerment potential of participatory 
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development practices. Critical literature pertaining to participatory discourses and practices broadly 
fall into two categories: 
Those that focus on the technical limitations of the approach and stress the need for a re-
examination of the methodological tools used, for example in PRA, and those that pay more 
attention to the theoretical, political and conceptual limitations of participation (Cooke & 
Kothari 2001, p. 5). 
Authors in the first group agree that participation within orthodox development practices is flawed, 
but they consider participatory development basically positive and seek to mitigate its weaknesses in 
practice so as to make it transformative (see for example: Hickey & Mohan 2005; Gaventa & Barrett 
2010; Cornwall & Rivas 2015); while the second group argues that participatory discourse in the 
contemporary development landscape is inherently flawed and disempowering (see; Craig & Porter 
1997; Cooke & Kothari 2001; Hildyard et al. 2001; Kothari 2001; Rahnema 2010).  
Cooke and Kothari (2001), in their seminal volume ‘Participation: The New Tyranny’, have 
synthesised works of different scholars that expose several limitations of participatory processes and 
inherent risks and dangers of reproducing and entrenching the status quo. These limitations, which 
are discussed in various ways in this book and in some other literature, are broadly related to 
intertwine issues of ‘power and politics’ in the participatory processes (Kyamusugulwa 2013, p. 
1272). Subsequently, Hickey and Mohan (2004) edited the book ‘Participation: From Tyranny to 
Transformation’, where several other authors argued that participation had lost its radical appeal in 
many instances but it could be regained. The issues raised by the scholars in both the groups are 
important to understand when examining the empowerment potential of participatory development 
practices; therefore, the following sections elaborate on some of the issues relevant to this research.  
2.3.1 The primacy of ‘techniques’ 
Once participation became pervasive in development practices after the 1980s, it gained dominant 
orthodoxy in the field and was co-opted by modernist ideas. Much of contemporary development 
practice therefore focuses on economic development and avoids focusing on issues of power that 
would expose the socio-cultural and political underpinnings of inequality and injustices in the society 
(Rowlands 1998; Tew 2006). Wherever it is considered the issue of power, it is widely perceived in 
the modernist viewpoint, as  
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‘commodity concentrated in the hands of a few, emanating from the top down and from 
centre outwards and as exercised instrumentally to dominate marginal groups and recreate 
ideologies that maintain relations of dominance’ (Kesby 2005, p. 2040).   
Development theorists and practitioners in the mainstream generally emphasise ‘appropriate 
techniques’ such as participatory rural appraisal (PRA) to uncover the contextual realities of the 
marginalised peoples and to ensure their involvement in development decisions (Cleaver 2001). For 
this, they have developed and legitimised standard tools and techniques of participatory processes. 
Such standardised techniques of participation generally rely on a basic premise of transferring power 
from powerful centres to the powerless margins through participatory processes (Kesby 2005). 
To illustrate this process, a number of typologies depicting the ladders of peoples’ participation have 
been developed. Arnstein’s (1969) ladder of citizen’s participation (Figure 2), for example, is one of 
such frameworks, extensively used for analysing the nature and level of participation and 
corresponding power in development processes (Cornwall 2008).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FIGURE 2: Ladder of citizen participation     
Source:  Arnstein (1969, p. 217) 
This ladder constitutes eight levels of peoples’ participation, depicting power gradients along the 
steps – moving from an ‘empty ritual’ to the ‘real power’ of the participants (Arnstein 1969, p. 217). 
The ladder starts at manipulation and therapy on the bottom rungs where the people do not participate 
but development agencies/actors play decisive role in their attempt to ‘educate’ and ‘cure’ people 
(Arnstein 1969). The continuum proceeds along the middle rungs of the ladder, showing increasing 
8. Citizen control  
 
Citizen power 
7. Delegated power 
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5. Consultation  
Tokenism 4. Information 
3. Placation 
2. Therapy  
Non-participation 1. Manipulation 
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voice of people but no guarantee of impact on decisions made by the powerful actors, and ends at 
‘citizen control’ at the top of the ladder.  
Although typologies are important tools to elaborate the centrality of power in participatory 
processes, such linear and deterministic classifications can hardly reflect the realities and 
complexities of plural, often less visible power relations in the society (Buchy & Race 2001; Cooke 
& Kothari 2001; Ross et al. 2002). An uncritical application of such standard analytical tools fails to 
understand the complexities of power in development settings and this, in effect, results in 
reinforcement rather than transformation of power relations (Cleaver 2001; Kelly 2004). Moreover, 
empowerment is not about the transfer of power per se (as these typologies suggest), but a political 
process of challenging and transforming an unjust power structure, which is often downplayed when 
standardised tools and techniques get primacy in power analysis (Buchy & Race 2001; Ross et al. 
2002).  
Moreover, participatory approaches do not readily guarantee the transfer of power from the powerful 
to the vulnerable groups in society. Cooke and Kothari (2001) argue that mainstream development 
practices treat ‘community’ as a homogenous, harmonious and static entity, masking power structures 
and concealing power relations, which ultimately reinforces the status quo rather than transformation 
and redistribution of power. Cornwall (2003, p. 1325) shows how participatory approaches that claim 
‘full participation’ and ‘empowerment’ of the marginalised peoples can turn out to be driven by the 
interests of the dominant groups, leaving the least powerful without voice, particularly when the 
approaches fail to take account of gender differences. 
Scrutinising multi-partner-funded (state/bilateral/NGOs) participatory projects from rural North 
India, Raju (2005)  examined why projects were not successful in empowering women in real terms 
despite the fact that they gained increased access to resources at an individual level. She argues that 
the development interventions improved the material ‘conditions’ of women to some extent, but 
ignored the relational domain and hence failed to change women’s ‘position’ in the society. For 
sustainable improvements of life situations of marginalised groups, a focus is required on redefining 
the existing power configuration, rather than merely on the individual level. Dominelli (2002) 
contends that individual and structural changes should be addressed together for sustained results in 
terms of empowerment.  
Similarly, in some cases, development projects often adopt participatory vocabulary merely to fulfil 
project conditions, rather than a genuine desire to empower the marginalised groups. For example, in 
an exploratory assessment of the status of participation of marginalised groups – those being women, 
Dalits and landless people – in local level resources management institutions in a successful 
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community-based nature conservation project of Nepal, Dahal et al. (2014) found that the 
participation of marginalised groups was tokenistic, limited, passive and imposed only to fulfil the 
project requirements.  
2.3.2 De-politicisation of development 
Contemporary participatory development practices have been criticised on the grounds that the 
transformative appeal is weakened or muted as soon as it is widely adopted in international 
development (Cleaver 2001; Mosse 2001; Kelly 2004; Berner & Phillips 2005; Kothari 2005; 
Rahnema 2010). Rahnema (2010) argues that widespread adoption of participatory practices by 
orthodox development agencies such the World Bank essentially involved political taming of the 
concept to make it serve the existing socio-economic, and institutional approaches of mainstream 
development. Kothari (2005) maintains that as soon as multilateral and bilateral aid agencies in 
international development adopted participatory discourses, they appropriated the radical appeal of 
participation through ‘technicalisation and professionalisation’ (p. 437) to make it fit into their 
development planning frameworks that reduced the space for critical voices and depoliticised 
development. The de-politicisation debate is primarily associated with the tendency of valorisation 
of individuals and ‘local community’ in the participatory processes that underplays local power 
asymmetry and inequalities which in effect reinforces the status quo (Mohan & Stokke 2000). 
The participatory development process starts with the formation and promotion of community groups 
and organisations. The emphasis on organisations in development projects is based on the fact that 
the organisations help ‘to render legible community, (and) they translate individual into collective 
endeavour in a form which is visible, analysable and amenable to intervention and influence’ (Cleaver 
1999, pp. 600-1). Theories and empirical research on development and social movements suggest that 
external agencies, particularly the NGOs, tend to make the community organisations more 
professional and bureaucratic in a way that ultimately constrains peoples’ critical capacity and 
collective political action for social transformation (Piven & Cloward 1979; Alvarez 1999; Mosse 
2001; Cleaver 2005; Choudry & Shragge 2011; Gupta 2014). Development scholars in recent years 
characterise this phenomenon as ‘NGOisation’ of grassroots organisations and movements (Jad 2004; 
Choudry 2010; Choudry & Shragge 2011; Shrestha & Adhikari 2011; Choudry & Kapoor 2013; 
Chahim & Prakash 2014; Roy 2015), whereby the dissenters are disciplined and detached from social 
struggles through ‘professionalisation’ and ‘compartmentalisation’ (Choudry & Shragge 2011, p. 7). 
The non-government organisations (NGOs) depend on external funding for their services, generally 
from conservative sources such as multi-lateral and bilateral aid agencies, private foundations, 
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corporations and governments of the North. This resource dependency between Northern agencies 
and Southern NGOs, and NGOs and local community organisations can have unintended negative 
consequences in development, particularly in terms of empowerment implications and struggles for 
justice. Key problematic issues identified in the literature are: 
 NGOs generally receive funds for short-term, time-bound projects. Therefore, they tend to focus 
more on the service delivery mode of ‘technical quick fixes’ to the marginalised peoples’ 
parochial concerns rather than on their real problems rooted in systemic injustice and exclusion 
which require sustained political engagements without guarantee of immediate observable gains 
(Jad 2004; Chahim & Prakash 2014). Highlighting key aspects of the limitations of NGOs, Petras 
(1999) states:  
NGOs emphasise projects, not movements, they ‘mobilise’ peoples to produce at the margins 
not to struggle to control the basic means of production and wealth, and they focus on the 
technical financial assistance aspects of projects not on structural conditions that shape the 
everyday lives of peoples. The NGOs co-opt the language of the Left: ‘popular power’, 
‘empowerment’, ‘gender equality’, ‘sustainable development’, ‘bottom up leadership’ etc. 
The problem is that this language is linked to a framework of collaboration with the donors 
and government agencies that subordinate activity to non-confrontational politics. The local 
nature of NGO activity means that empowerment never goes beyond influencing small areas 
of social life, with limited resources and within the conditions permitted by neoliberal state 
and macro economy (p. 434).  
 Funding imperatives naturally create incentives for southern NGOs to pay more attention to the 
concerns of their donors than to the people they are supposed to serve. The Northern donors are 
generally the proponents of neoliberal ideas of development. Therefore, Southern NGOs are 
apparently the vehicles to promote neoliberalism and a conservative political stance in the 
underdeveloped South rather than to promote the transformative agenda (Petras 1999; Jad 2004).  
 The resources dependency forged between donors and NGOs and between NGOs and local 
communities generally disempowers the partner on the receiving end, establishing a patron-client 
form of relationship (Hickey & Mohan 2005). Resources asymmetry between the donors and a 
dependent partner such as NGOs and local communities, encourages organisational subservience 
and loss of autonomy of the community organisations, and creates incentives for them to co-opt 
with the liberal agenda of the NGOs (Hickey & Mohan 2005; Africa 2013; Jalali 2013).  
 Thayer’s (2010) study on the Brazilian women’s rights movement found that competition for 
securing support from external funding agencies created power struggles and divided within 
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community organisations and inhibited the possibilities of sustained collective struggle required 
for broader justice and emancipation. 
 Grassroots organisations, in their pursuit of securing funding support from development NGOs, 
come under tremendous pressure to become a professional organisation. This pushes them 
towards bureaucratisation of their organisational functions and structures, which severely limits 
their capacity to organise and mobilise local people (Chahim & Prakash 2014; Gupta 2014). 
Grassroots organisations thus promoted by NGOs generally focus on effectively handling the 
discrete development projects. Participatory processes in such a professional setting become the 
instruments of effective management and project control, rather than an agency to promote the 
sustained struggles of marginalised people for dignity, equality and justice (Craig & Porter 1997). 
2.3.3 Re-politicising development 
Despite the many critical issues discussed in the preceding section, the participation of marginalised 
people in development processes is still the established strategy for their empowerment and 
progressive social change. Overall, both proponents and critics of the participatory development are 
optimistic about the empowerment potential of participation. For example, a fierce critic of 
contemporary development practices, Rahnema (2010), suggests that a spontaneous form of 
participatory process, in which subjects are free to take part in a process without necessarily seeking 
to achieve any predefined objectives, can empower the participants. Similarly, Hickey and Mohan 
(2005) critically drew on empirical evidence of wide range of participatory practices and concluded 
that participatory processes could be empowering where:  
they are pursued as part of a wider radical political project, where they are aimed specifically 
at securing citizenship rights, and participation for marginal and sub ordinate groups, and 
when they seek to engage with development as an underlying process of social change rather 
than in the form of discrete technocratic interventions (p. 237).  
Cornwall (2008) suggests that participation should be recognised as inherently a political process 
rather than a technique, creating an environment where marginalised peoples are involved, feel free 
to express themselves, and are able to exercise a meaningful role in making decisions on matters that 
affect their life. Participatory processes should be viewed and developed as an alternative form of 
governance, from which marginalised peoples draw the strategic agency required for resisting, 
deconstructing and rejecting the most ‘domineering power constituting their life’ (Kesby 2005). 
Accordingly, development scholars have discussed in greater detail the ways to politicise 
participation for reinvigorating empowerment potential (Kelly 2004; Williams 2004; Kesby 2005; 
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Gaventa 2006a; Cornwall 2008). They stress the importance of taking into account the power 
relationship as a key element in participatory development processes, and of devising different 
approaches toward assessing power in order to facilitate the empowerment process. In short, they 
emphasise participation to be viewed and developed as an alternative form of governance in which 
marginalised peoples draw strategic agency required for resisting, deconstructing and rejecting the 
most ‘domineering power constituting their life’ (Kesby 2005). 
2.3.4 Power analysis in development practices 
Gaventa (2006b) has developed a framework of power analysis of peoples’ engagement in 
participatory development and policy processes that is commonly referred to in participatory 
development literature. He introduces the concept of the ‘spaces of participation’, and defines spaces 
as:  
opportunities, moments and channels where citizens can act to potentially affect policies, 
discourses, decisions and relationships that affect their lives and interest (Gaventa 2006b, p. 
26). 
 These spaces of participation are nonetheless shaped by power relations (Cornwall 2008); therefore, 
it is important to examine: ‘how they were created, with whose interest and in what terms of 
engagements’ (Gaventa 2006b, p. 26)  
Gaventa (2006b) characterises three types of participatory spaces on a continuum – closed, invited, 
and claimed spaces. Closed space is where development decisions are made by a few authoritative 
actors behind the door and without broader involvement. Invited spaces are created by the powerful 
actors for ‘others’ to invite in participatory processes. Claimed space is generally invented by less 
powerful actors autonomously by themselves. Empirical evidence shows that marginalised peoples’ 
engagement in invited space often turns out to be tokenistic, with limited possibilities to influence 
decisions, and consequently reinforces the status quo; while their engagement in development through 
claimed spaces is empowering and has the potential to transform unjust social relationships of power 
(Raju 2005; Cornwall 2008; Morgan 2016).  
Tew (2006) has also devised a framework of power analysis, distinguishing two possibilities of the 
operation of power in the development context – vertical operation i.e. power over and horizontal 
operation - power together. He distinguishes two dimensions of the implications of power operation 
in participatory development processes- first, productive or empowering implications in which 
participatory processes open up new opportunities for the powerless, and second disempowering that 
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results into further denial and exclusion of the opportunities for the marginalised groups. Thus he 
developed a 2x2 matrix of power relations in different contexts with four differential outcomes, 
namely protective and collaborative as empowering modes, and oppressive and collusive as 
disempowering modes of power relations, as depicted in Table 4. 
TABLE 4: Matrix of power relations 
 Power over Power together 
Productive modes of 
power 
Protective power 
 Deploying power to 
safeguard vulnerable 
people and their 
possibilities of 
advancement 
Co-operative power 
 Collective action, 
sharing, mutual 
support and challenge 
through valuing 
commonality and 
differences 
Limiting modes of 
power 
Oppressive power 
 Exploiting 
differences to 
enhance own position 
and resources at the 
expense of others 
Collusive power 
 Banding together to 
exclude or suppress 
‘otherness’ whether 
internal or external 
Source Tew (2006, p. 42) 
This matrix provides an important analytical tool to understanding power dynamics in participatory 
development processes and practices, and potential empowerment implications for marginalised 
peoples and communities. Using this framework for power analysis has distinct advantages.  
First, it captures the broader understanding of power operation as a social relationship and situates it 
in both the productive and repressive forms. This is a major departure from conventional 
understanding, where power is generally understood as a dominating or repressive force and 
emancipatory activities are situated as one-way resistances of the oppressed against the oppressive 
forces (Tew 2006). Empowerment in participatory development practices is often understood as 
something that is done to people. Those who facilitate the process of empowerment through 
participatory processes are generally development professionals who, in such a setting, are placed in 
power over others due to their professional knowledge and institutional authority. They may take a 
central role in defining the empowerment needs of marginalised people, and will develop the 
necessary tools and techniques based on their own professional biases. In such a situation the power 
relation becomes oppressive and disempowering, though it may involve constant tension between 
resistance and compliance. However, if the development professionals take conscious reflexive 
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initiatives to build the intervention plan based on local knowledge and priority concerns, and protect 
the fundamental interests of marginalised peoples, the same power relation may become protective 
and empowering. 
Second, it helps to understand the inter-linkages between different forms of power relations. For 
example, the protective forms of power may easily slide into oppressive forms. The development 
literature informs us that advocacy NGOs supporting social movements often start out as the 
protective power for the vulnerable, but soon create knowledge and resource dependency for the 
beneficiary groups and develop a patron-client relationship that manifests into an oppressive power 
(Roy 2015). Once community organisations develop wider networks there is a high possibility of 
engendering collaborative power. Equally, there may be a tendency toward professionalisation and 
bureaucratisation of the organisation. As a result, only a few elite members may prevail in 
organisational affairs, sidelining others, with a high possibility of co-option with the mainstream 
(Jalali 2013). The powerful actors in alliances and networks may secure compliance of other groups 
to be part of a wider ‘us’, which serves as collusive power (Tew 2006). In such scenarios the 
collaborative power degrades to collusive power. This is most likely the phenomena in indigenous 
peoples’ rights movements in Nepal. As indigenous peoples are diverse, ranging from advanced 
groups to highly marginalised ones with differential needs and priorities, a unified indigenous identity 
more often reflects the agenda of the advanced groups than that of the highly marginalised.  
Understanding and examining power dynamics in participatory development processes and practices 
is an important strategy in addressing the de-politicisation risks of external development 
interventions. In fact, participation should be viewed as a political process and developed as an 
alternative form of governance on which marginalised peoples draw strategic agency required for 
resisting, deconstructing and rejecting the most ‘domineering power constituting their life’ (Kesby 
2005). 
For understanding power dynamics in the external intervention settings, there is a growing tendency 
to adopt micro-sociological approaches, particularly the actor oriented research in development 
studies (Long & Ploeg 1989; Leeuwis et al. 1990; Kontinen 2004; Long 2004; Turner 2012). The 
actor-focused approaches gained worldwide focus with the growing popularity of the people-centric, 
participatory, bottom-up approaches of development particularly after the 1980s (Turner 2012). The 
deterministic notion of development prevalent in the structure-focused theoretical tradition of the past 
has been replaced by more fluid, complex and dynamic processes (Stirling 2007). The actor-oriented 
researchers may consider structural aspects to some extent but their main emphasis rests on the 
autonomous human agents and their everyday interactions as the key determinants of the outcomes 
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of development processes (Long 1990; Jones & Karsten 2008). They have the basic assumption that 
systematic observation and analysis of everyday life situations gives valid and reliable data for a 
meaningful explanation of any social phenomenon. In this approach understanding what happens ‘in’ 
and ‘between’ the individual actors in a given social context is the starting point of social inquiry. 
The analytical unit is thus ‘interaction’ in a given social situation rather than an individual or group, 
called ‘methodological situationalism’(Knorr-Cetina 1981, p. 7). The following section introduces 
the actor-oriented perspective as a research approach in more detail. 
2.4 Development interventions as social interface: an actor perspective 
The actor-oriented perspective examines development interventions and associated outcomes, 
focusing on the real life practice of actors directly involved in the development processes (Kontinen 
2004). The actors or agents are individuals or collectives such as social organisations, institutions and 
their alliances, possessing ‘agency’ to influence development processes and outcomes (Long 2003). 
Agency reflects the power of the actor in particular social interactions. 
The notion of agency attributes to the individual actor, the capacity to process social 
experience and to devise ways of coping with life, even under the most extreme forms of 
coercion (Long 1990, p. 8). 
There is much debate among social scientists as to whether independent individual actors or the 
broader social structures are primarily responsible for any social outcomes (Schroeder 2010). The 
rational choice theorists interpret any social phenomenon as an outcome of rational action of the 
individual actors, which is the classical principle of ‘methodological individualism’ (Boudon 2009, 
p. 180).  However, as Long (1990) elaborates, the actor-oriented perspective rejects methodological 
individualism of mainstream neo-classical economics where actors are instrumentally conceived as 
self-interested, rational individuals, and their participation in the development process is basically 
judged on the basis of economic rationality. 
Actors are social beings, so their agency and social structure are intertwined – neither the agency nor 
the structures are independent of one another – rather they are mutually constituted and jointly 
determine the social phenomena (Giddens 1984; Jones & Karsten 2008). The actor-oriented 
perspective conceives social change as an outcome of ‘interplay and mutual determination of internal 
and external factors and recognises the central role of conscious human action in the change process’ 
(Long 2003, p. 13). Actor-oriented scholars contend that actors engaged in development programs 
belong to diverse socio- cultural settings, therefore they have divergent world views and strategically 
draw from their own world view while dealing with their real life situations (Singh 2016). 
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Thus, unlike the mainstream development tradition in which marginalised people are generally treated 
as ‘ignorant’, ‘backward’, ‘underdeveloped’ or ‘exploited’, the actor-oriented perspective recognises 
them as ‘capable’ and ‘knowledgeable’, operating within the constraints of limited information, 
resources and uncertainties (Long 1990). Marginalised poor are commonly found to be associated in 
exchange relationships with the individuals of higher socio-economic status in rural settings which 
for most of the outside ‘others’ are viewed as exploitative social relationships. However, in most of 
the cases poor households consciously choose to become part of such relationships as it provides 
them basic means of subsistence, insurance against subsistence crises and protection (Scott 1972).  It 
is argued that though the marginalised social groups may gain the most from the social 
transformation, still they prefer to remain in traditional patronage of local elites as a means of gaining 
resources and recognition (Cleaver 2005; Masaki 2007, 2010; Hickey & du Toit 2013). It is, in fact a 
deliberate risk aversion strategy of the poor.  
This implies that marginalised peoples are neither inactive nor ignorant of development processes 
and changes but are active agents having their own strategies to deal with other actors and to 
manipulate existing power configuration in pursuit of their interests (Kesby 2005). Actor-oriented 
scholars argue that, although all agents attempt to achieve their aim in the development process, some 
(for example development agencies and experts) are in a better position than others (for example 
marginalised people) to maximise the strategic agency that enables them to enrol others into their 
projects (Clegg 1989; Long & Ploeg 1989; Long 2004). The enrolment of ‘others’, however, is never 
simple and straightforward, as they can exercise their agency and create ‘room for manoeuvre’ 
between their own projects and those introduced by the external agencies, influencing or transforming 
the latter in the pursuit of their own goals (Kesby 2005). 
Agents constantly struggle to manipulate available networks of power in order to achieve 
their situated interests. All agents attempt this, but some (e.g. intervening NGOs) are better 
positioned than others (e.g. ordinary village folk) to maximize their “strategic agency” and 
(literally) recruit others into facilitating their projects (Kesby 2005, p. 2046). 
Application of the actor-perspective to examine actors’ relative agencies in development and policy 
processes and associated implications has increasingly been used in agricultural, natural resources 
and rural development research (Few 2002; Turner 2012; McDonald & Macken-Walsh 2016). In a 
case study of Vietnamese up-lander indigenous groups, Turner (2012) shows how state initiatives to 
promote and expand market-based economic opportunities for poor indigenous people were resisted 
by the villagers, who wanted to avoid unwanted reliance on the market and instead navigate new 
economic opportunities based on their traditional knowledge and practices. Few (2002), in a study of 
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community participation in development planning, applied the actor perspective and found the actions 
of outside experts were not geared to foster active participatory exchange with the local peoples, 
rather they worked to ‘contain’ them so as to minimise the potential disruption of preconceived 
planning goals. In a study of dairy farmers’ influence on decisions of a state-sponsored project 
targeted for them in Ireland, McDonald and Macken-Walsh (2016) applied the actor-oriented 
perspective as an analytical tool and concluded that ‘the more equal power relations are within an 
interface (a signifier of which can be power struggles and disputes) the more influence actors have 
on each other within that interface’ (p. 544). 
2.5  Synthesis 
Development literature as reviewed and discussed in preceding sections showed that there are broadly 
two different perspectives of the scholars regarding the empowerment potential of participatory 
development processes and practices. The first perspective views participatory processes in 
contemporary development practices as basically flawed but correctable in terms of their 
transformative potential. Scholars with this perspective argue that mainstream development practices 
have serious limitations, including ignorance of power relations, primacy of techniques and de-
politicisation of development. However, participation can be re-politicised and acknowledgement of 
power relations can be brought back into practice. They suggest several measures such as situating 
participation within a framework of a wider political project as helpful to ensure the transformative 
potential of participatory processes. The second group of scholars generally believe that participatory 
discourse and processes in dominant development paradigms are inherently disempowering – 
imposing a new tyranny – for the marginalised peoples. They argue that methodological fixes alone 
cannot solve the problems and argue for alternative discourses. Both camps however agree that the 
participatory process is the key feature of contemporary development practices. 
There is a plethora of empirical literature on participation and empowerment that aligns with the 
arguments of both sets of scholars; however, there is scant reflection in development studies literature 
of the voices of the marginalised peoples themselves. This study aims to fill this void and will 
contribute to this debate from the marginalised peoples’ perspectives. For this purpose, the study 
adopts a micro approach of research and focuses on the everyday interaction of marginalised peoples 
with different actors involved in the participatory development setting. The actor-oriented perspective 
therefore is chosen as theoretical foundation for examining both power dynamics and the potential 
empowering and disempowering implications of development interventions. The following section 
presents the overall framework of the study. 
49 
2.6  Study framework 
An analytical framework of this research is presented in Figure 3. The study aims to examine the 
extent to which participatory processes allow marginalised people to become more empowered. The 
structural factors of exclusion, marginalisation and deteriorating livelihoods in the context of the 
study communities are the core areas where NGOs and government agencies can make a difference 
through participatory development interventions. The key issues of investigation are how 
participatory processes are practised at a local level; how the power relations of different actors 
manifest in the process of negotiation, resistance, resources access, community building and 
solidarity; and implications for the study communities. Actor-oriented perspectives and the 
empowerment theories and analysis schemes, as discussed in the preceding sections, provide 
theoretical and conceptual input in the research process.  
As discussed in preceding sections, analysis of power in development settings is the critical issue to 
understand the empowerment potential of participatory development. However, concepts and theories 
of power are so complex and contested that it is not an easy task to turn them into research practice. 
The discussion above informs us that power in development settings operates in complex and 
ubiquitous ways and is constitutive of both ‘domination’ and ‘resistance’ something which is 
exercised in ‘social relations’ between people. To quote Sharp et al. (2000) 
We wish to emphasize the myriad entanglements that are integral to the workings of power, 
stressing that there are - wound up in these entanglements - countless processes of 
domination and resistance which are always implicated in and mutually constitutive of one 
another (p. 1). 
This means power is relational, and there are possibilities of both vertical and horizontal operations 
of power which may trigger or limit access to opportunities and services for marginalised peoples. 
Therefore, this study primarily draws on Tew’s (2006) matrix of power analysis and Gaventa’s 
(2006b) conceptualization of ‘participatory spaces’ as discussed in section 2.3.4 to analyse 
relationships of power among various actors engaged in development processes. 
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Theoretical perspectives 
- Social exclusion 
- Empowerment theories 
- Actor-oriented perspectives 
Marginalized communities 
-  Exclusion 
-  Marginalization 
- Endogenous initiatives 
- Participation 
- Capacity building 
- Community solidarity 
- Leadership 
- Collective action 
External interventions 
- NGOs 
- Public agencies 
FIGURE 3: Study framework 
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As this research aims at examining the empowerment implications of development interventions 
based on the everyday experiences of marginalized peoples, it naturally fits into a micro-approach of 
inquiry. Micro-focused research has been informed by number of theoretical traditions such as 
symbolic-interactionism, feminist critical theories, social learning theory, rationale choice theories, 
co-construction theories. However as discussed in the preceding section, Long’s actor-oriented 
perspective and social interface analysis (Long 2004) provides useful theoretical insights to examine 
the outcomes of development interventions. Therefore, this study aims to draw on Long’s actor 
perspective. This perspective explores the everyday experiences and practices of individual actors 
and their own meaning system to examine the outcomes of development (Turner 2012). The insights 
gained from empirical studies on the social exclusion and actor-oriented perspectives are important 
in this research to examine how the development practices and processes of external agencies, 
particularly the NGOs, shape the actor’s ability to exercise their agency and how the marginalised 
peoples’ agency is effective to influence and transform the processes and structures that excluded and 
marginalised them. 
2.7  Chapter Summary 
In this chapter, I discussed the conceptual and theoretical underpinnings of participatory development 
and empowerment. Empirical literature showed that although beneficiaries’ participation in 
development has been widely emphasised as a popular approach for empowerment of the 
marginalised groups to overcome social exclusion, unequal power relations that prevail among 
different actors involved in participatory development processes generally limit its transformative 
potential. Understanding of power dynamics within the participatory development settings was 
therefore identified as a crucial issue to be considered. Exploring marginalised peoples’ experiences 
of development in general and their strategies to deal with unequal power relations and associated 
implications in particular were recognised as the central issues for this research to examine whether 
participatory development practices and processes empowered them to overcome forces of exclusion 
and marginalisation. 
The chapter discussed the contested understanding of power in modernist, structural and post-
modernist perspectives and showed their relative utility in development research. An actor-oriented 
perspective and post-modern understanding of power provided analytical framework for this study to 
gain insights about the marginalised peoples’ everyday interaction with NGOs and public 
development agencies  
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
3.1 Introduction 
Research methodology is the overall strategy of conducting research in a meticulous way, maintaining 
scientific worth and rigour. It is a framework for the researcher to identify appropriate methods for 
investigation, data collection, analysis and drawing logical conclusions to solve the research 
problems. Any scientific research begins with the philosophical position of the researcher that informs 
methodological choices. The philosophical assumptions of the researchers, with respect to their 
relationship with the respondents (epistemology),  the nature of reality (ontology), and processes and 
procedures of the research (methodology), primarily form the foundation of the researcher’s world 
view, or paradigm, that guides the research process (Lincoln & Guba 2000). 
In this chapter I discuss the philosophical assumptions and research paradigm that determined the 
methodological choices for the research. I argue for a constructivist paradigm, qualitative approach 
and case study method as the appropriate framework for this study. Accordingly, the selection of the 
case and the units of analysis are identified and discussed. A detailed description of the data collection 
methods and organisation strategies is provided. The thematic data analysis method used in this study 
is discussed, along with the reasons for using it. Issues related to the quality of the research such as 
scientific rigour and trustworthiness, and the approaches that were adopted to maintain quality, are 
discussed. 
3.2 Study paradigm: constructivism 
A research paradigm is a basic idea about the social world that guides the overall research process, 
including selection of tools, instruments, participants and methods to be used in the study (Ponterotto 
2005; Creswell 2013). There are two basic paradigmatic approaches in social science research – 
positivism and constructivism. Positivists believe that a fixed reality exists in society, driven by 
natural laws that can be apprehended and measured through direct observation in a value-free way by 
applying specific methods, as in the natural science disciplines (Riege 2003; Bryman 2012).  
In contrast, constructivists view social reality as varied and recognise multiple constructions 
pertaining to the subjective meaning of individual experiences (Creswell 2013). Snape and Spencer 
(2003, p. 17) summarise the overall philosophical position of constructivism as: 
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a. The researcher and social world are parts of the same system so that they impact on each 
other.  
b. Facts and values cannot be separated and findings are essentially value-bound, influenced 
by the researchers’ perspectives. So, it is not possible to conduct a value-free and objective 
assessment of the social world. However, researchers should be honest in declaring their 
assumptions. 
c. The methods of natural science are not appropriate in social science inquiry because 
human society is not governed by fixed natural laws or regularities. Rather it is mediated 
through meaning and agency. As a result, social science inquiries focus on exploring and 
understanding the social reality within a given context and time rather than establishing a 
generalised causal relationship. 
It is obvious that the subject matter of social science research is different to that of the natural 
sciences, so that the same logic and procedures of inquiry as natural science are not applicable in 
social science research (Bryman 2012). 
The purpose of this research is to explore modes of engagement and interaction of marginalised 
people in community development settings and associated outcomes in terms of their capacity to 
overcome the factors of social exclusion and marginalisation. Community development is an arena 
of social interface involving various stakeholders with competing and conflicting interests, meaning 
systems and unequal relationships of power (Long 2003). Hence, perspectives with respect to 
development outcomes could be diverse, composed of various mental constructions, and multiple 
interpretations would be possible. As the research primarily aims to explore the lived experiences of 
people and their interpretation of social phenomena within their meaning system, a constructivist 
approach is a better choice than positivism. Therefore, a constructivist paradigm underpins this 
research process. The constructivist approach is based on socio-cultural construction of ‘realities’ and 
knowledge being co-constructed through interaction between the participants and researchers 
(Etherington 2007).. 
3.3 Research method: qualitative case study  
This study aimed to explore the empowerment implications of development programs primarily 
through approaching people in their own environment and allowing them to tell their stories. The 
constructivist paradigm of inquiry, the natural setting of the study, and the nature of the research 
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questions all typically demand and justify the qualitative inquiry process in this research. Flick (2014, 
p. 12) contends: 
Qualitative research is of specific relevance to the study of social relations due to the fact of 
the pluralisation of the life worlds.  
The qualitative approach enables an exploration of the participants’ perception in their natural setting, 
‘attempting to make sense of, or to interpret phenomena, in terms of the meanings people bring to 
them’ in their life worlds (Denzin & Lincoln 2000, p. 3).  
Yin (2014) suggests that a case study has advantages when the focus is exploring contemporary 
phenomena in real life situations, when experimental designs are not possible and when context is 
important, but cannot be easily separated from the observed reality. An examination of the 
empowerment implications of participatory community development practices in socially 
marginalised communities meets all these criteria for a case study strategy. The case study method 
allows the researcher to gather a detailed account of diverse perspectives, interests and actions of 
various actors involved in the community development processes without manipulation in their 
natural settings. 
Some scholars argue that the case study method has advantages over other qualitative approaches 
such as grounded theory6 in the context of paradigmatic debates of positivism and constructivism. 
Unlike in grounded theory, the case study method is open to use of theoretical and conceptual 
frameworks as guidance for data collection and analysis, and hence offers a balanced approach 
between highly mechanistic positivist approaches on one side and the fluid grounded theory approach 
on the other (Gummesson 2000). Theoretical concepts associated with the actor-oriented 
perspectives, and participatory development and empowerment (see Chapter 2), broadly guided me 
to gather the relevant data for this research.  
3.3.1 Study design: multiple case study  
My primary interest in this study was to gain in-depth insights into the empowerment implications of 
participatory community development programs targeted at marginalised communities. Stake (2000, 
p. 437) characterises such a study as an instrumental case study where the purpose is to gain ‘insight 
                                                 
6 A grounded theory approach in social research  begins with an area of interest, without any prior conceptualisation 
informed by other theories, and what is relevant to that area is allowed to emerge inductively to discover new theory 
(Strauss & Corbin 1990).  
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into an issue or redraw a generalisation’. Unlike in ‘intrinsic case studies’ where the researcher’s aim 
is to better understand a particular case itself (Stake 2000), instrumental case study is not so particular 
regarding the case chosen. Therefore, any marginalised community engaged in community 
development programs could theoretically provide the setting for my study. However, given the 
complex nature of marginalisation in Nepal, influenced as it is by diverse forms of caste, class, 
ethnicity, gender, religion, language and geographical-based exclusion and discrimination (as 
discussed in Chapter 1), a single case community would not provide sufficient insights. Therefore I 
decided to select more than one socially marginalised community to examine the same phenomena 
in different socio-cultural and economic contexts.  
In case study research, multiple cases are usually selected, purposively,  for comparison purposes 
(Yin 2014). The same line of inquiry was replicated in each case that provided me with an opportunity 
for comparison of patterns that emerged from the data across the cases. While drawing logical 
interpretations, these comparisons enabled me to go beyond the initial impressions with respect to the 
study phenomena and to take a more in-depth and structured approach to better understand the 
realities (Chetty 1996).  
3.3.2 Selection of the cases 
The selection of appropriate case is a crucial aspect of case study research, as understanding the social 
phenomena under study is largely contingent upon how well the case is chosen (Yin 1999; Denzin & 
Lincoln 2000; Stake 2000). I decided to select three case study communities that would reflect the 
socio-cultural diversities and the multiple factors of marginalisation, taking into account the resources 
and time constraints of the academic project.  
The following criteria were developed to select the case study communities:  
 The case study communities were officially recognised as traditionally marginalised, highly 
disadvantaged communities of Nepal. 
 Each community has been the victim of different aspects of social exclusion and marginalisation. 
 Each community has experience of community development programs of state and non-state 
sectors. 
 The case study communities are located geographically near one another, making it possible to 
save time and costs related to field work. 
Based on these selection criteria, three communities – Madhesi Dalits, Chepangs and Fishers (a poor 
landless community whose livelihood is principally derived from fishing) – were selected for the case 
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study. The selected communities are well recognised marginalised groups of Nepal, and various state 
and non-state development agencies have been working for the socio-economic development of these 
communities. The communities have functional groups and organisations at grassroots level to engage 
in community development programs. These three communities represent all major socio-cultural 
and economic diversities prevailing among the marginalised communities of Nepal – caste, 
ethnicity/race, religion, language and geopolitical (Table 5).  
 
TABLE 5: Socio-economic and cultural dimensions of study communities 
 
Features 
Study population 
Dalits Fishers Chepangs 
Caste/Ethnicity Hindu, low caste 
group 
Non-Hindu, indigenous Non-Hindu, Tibero-
Burmese 
Traditional 
Occupation 
Artisanal, labourers Fishing and gathering,  Hunting, gathering and 
farming 
Language Nepali Non-Nepali Non-Nepali 
Religion Hindus Non-Hindus Non-Hindus 
Origin  
(geo-political ) 
Madhesi Madhesi (Mushahar)  
Hill (Bote/Majhi) 
Hills 
 
A brief account of the study communities is presented below. 
Dalits 
The Nepalese population can be broadly divided into three groups: Hindu caste groups; non-caste 
indigenous nationalities; and non-Hindu others such as Muslims. Dalits belong to the Hindu caste 
community groups. One of the prominent features of caste categorisation includes the concept of 
untouchability. In this discriminatory practice, people of higher caste perceive that they or their 
objects such as food and water, and even places such as houses and temples, become polluted if 
touched by members of the Dalit castes. In 1963 the old Civil Code that legalised caste-based 
discrimination was amended, and a new civil code declared caste-based discrimination in public 
places as an illegal act. However, the practice of untouchability and various subtle forms of 
oppression and discrimination against Dalits continues to exist today. Bhattachan et al. (2003) 
identified 205 areas in which Dalits experience discrimination by non-Dalits, including denial of 
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participation in community affairs, denial of entry in houses and temples, social boycotts, denial of 
access to services, dominance, forced labour, and denial of access to resources and opportunities of 
incomes.  
The term ‘Dalit’ in a literal sense means ‘oppressed’, while in common usage it denotes specific 
groups of peoples traditionally ascribed as ‘untouchables’. Hence, the term is ambiguous, as the Dalit 
rights activists use the term to characterise themselves as oppressed, not as untouchables on the one 
hand, while the term is essentially connected with the practice of untouchability on the other (Geiser 
2005).  
Based on their geographical origin, the Nepalese population, along with the Dalit peoples, can be 
divided into two broad categories: those who originate from the hills, and those who are traditionally 
the plains dwellers, called Madhesi people. Nepal’s socio-economic, political, administrative and 
cultural mainstream has traditionally been dominated by people originating from the hill regions. 
Hence, within Dalit communities also, Madhesi Dalits are considered to be more marginalised and 
disadvantaged than Dalits from the hills.  
Among the four major caste/ethnic clusters of Nepal – High Caste Hindus (Brahmins and Chhetris), 
Non-Hindu Indigenous peoples, Dalits and Muslims – Madhesi Dalits score the lowest Human 
Development Index (HDI) value at 0.400, as against 0.538 of Brahmins and Chheris, 0.482 of 
Indigenous peoples and 0.422 of Muslims in the year 2011 (GoN & UNDP 2014). Madhesi Dalits 
constitute 36% of the total Dalit population and are concentrated mainly in the Eastern and Central-
Southern plains of Nepal (CBS 2014). Madhesi Dalits are therefore considered an appropriate case 
for this study.  
Fishers 
Fishers constitute one of the poorest rural communities of Nepal, residing near the Chitwan National 
Park along the banks of the Narayani River in the Nawalparasi district of Southern-Central Nepal. 
The community is composed of three different caste/ethnic groups of Nepal – Bote, Majhi and 
Mushahar. Bote and Majhi originated from the hills of Nepal while Mushahars are migrants from 
India. Both groups have resided together for generations along the Narayani River and share similar 
experiences of exclusion, marginalisation and challenges of livelihood. Therefore, for the purpose of 
this study, I have taken them as ‘Fisher communities’ overarching their ethnic and caste boundaries. 
Traditionally, Fishers were forest dwellers who did not hold private land entitlements. Collection of 
wild fruits, herbs, roots and tubers from nearby forests and fishing and ferrying in the river Narayani 
were the main sources of livelihoods for the community (Bhattarai & Jana 2005). State-sponsored 
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development initiatives, particularly the establishment of Chitwan National Park in 1972, directly 
affected their livelihoods. The national park legislation and regulations not only displaced them from 
their traditional territory but also prevented their access to one of their fundamental means of 
livelihood – foraging and fishing in the river Narayani – without any provision of alternative options. 
According to a report of the Fishers’ community organisation- Majhi, Mushahar, Bote Kalyan Sewa 
Samiti (MMBKSS) there is a total of 1147 Fishers households scattered in eight different clusters 
along the bank of Narayani River of the Nawalparasi district (MMBKSS 2014). 
Chepangs 
Chepangs are considered to be one of the highly marginalised indigenous communities from the hills 
of Nepal. According to the Nepal Federation of Indigenous Nationalities (NEFIN), Chepangs are the 
second most marginalised community out of 59 marginalised indigenous communities of Nepal. The 
Chepang population in the latest census was 68,399, which is 0.25% of the total population of Nepal 
(CBS 2011). Chepang settlements are mainly concentrated in the partially forested, hilly, rugged 
terrain of altitude 800-1500 meters, in four districts – Chitwan, Makwanpur, Gorkha and Dhading of 
Central Nepal. 
Chepangs are semi-nomadic indigenous groups and until 150 years ago they depended entirely on 
hunting and gathering. In one of the earliest accounts on this tribe, British ethnologist Brian Hodgson 
in 1857 described them as living entirely upon wild fruits, shoots, roots and ‘produce of the chase’ 
(Piya et al. 2011, p. 102). In later years Chepangs have employed a more permanent settlement pattern 
and draw their means of livelihoods partially both from farming and gathering wild edibles. They 
practice shifting cultivation in national forest areas which constitutes the main source of livelihoods 
for almost all of them. They also engage in hunting, fishing and gathering practices. However, 
stringent state policies, particularly with respect to land and forest resources management, have 
curtailed their access and control over these fundamental livelihood resources. The prevailing Forest 
Act and Regulations strictly ban hunting and shifting cultivation practices in forest areas, thus 
severely affecting them. Hence, Chepangs are now one of the most disadvantaged groups of the 
country. 
3.3.3 Case study locations 
A scoping visit to the proposed study communities was made during January-February 2015 to 
identify the geographical locations for the study. On 10 February a meeting was held in Kathmandu 
with the president and several other members of the Nepal Chepang Association (NCA) and some 
Dalit rights activists to discuss the research purpose and potential locations of the study. A similar 
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meeting with the executive members of Fishers’ community organisation MMBKSS was held in 
Nawalparasi on 12 February.  
In these meetings, potential study locations were explored with the primary concern being to ascertain 
which would best provide the required data for the study. Tentative selection criteria were put forward 
for consideration, such as existence of functional community groups/organisations at a grassroots 
level, observable opportunities of the peoples in development programs, and availability of potential 
respondents willing to participate in the research. Time and costs limitations of the study and logistics 
issues were also considered. 
The following study locations were purposefully selected after consultation with the community 
leaders (Table 6).  
TABLE 6: Study locations 
S.No. Communities Locations 
1. Dalits Somani and Pratappur Village Development Committees 
(VDCs) of Nawalparasi District 
2. Fishers Baghkhor, Shergunj and Piprahar villages of Nawalparasi 
District 
3. Chepangs Siddhi, Shaktikhor VDCs of Chitwan District 
 
The study districts and the specific community locations are depicted in maps in Figures 4-6 below. 
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FIGURE 4: Map of Nepal depicting study districts 
 (Map Source: GIS unit, Local Governance and Community Development Program, Ministry of Federal Affairs and Local Development, Government 
of Nepal 2011) 
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Green Shade: Dalit site         Red Shade: Fishers’ site         
FIGURE 5: Study sites of Fishers and Dalit communities in Nawalparasi district 
(Map Source: GIS unit, Local Governance and Community Development Program, Ministry of Federal Affairs and Local Development, Government 
of Nepal 2011) 
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FIGURE 6: Study site of Chepang community in Chitwan district 
(Map Source: GIS unit, Local Governance and Community Development Program, Ministry of Federal Affairs and Local Development, Government 
of Nepal 2011) 
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3.3.4 Units and issues of observation/analysis 
The study focused on exploring the development experiences of the peoples belonging to 
the selected marginalised communities. Development programs were either implemented 
by various agencies in the communities or the community organisations in the study 
locations had taken certain development initiatives autonomously. The individual 
residents of the respective communities who were engaged in community development 
practices through their groups/organisations were the ones to experience the development 
outcomes. Therefore the individual residents associated in their community 
groups/organisations in selected locations formed the unit of observation and analysis 
while the major issues that they talked about with respect to the development processes 
and outcomes formed the issues of observation and analysis. Table 7 presents the units of 
observations in each case study. 
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TABLE 7: Units of observation and data analysis 
 Dalits Fishers Chepangs 
Geographical 
unit 
Kudiya, Somani and 
Pratappur Village 
Development 
Committees (VDCs) 
of Nawalparasi 
District  
Shergunj, Baghkhor 
Pithauli, Divyapuri 
and Piprahar villages 
of Nawalparasi 
District 
Shaktikhor and 
Siddhi VDCs of 
Chitwan District 
Organisations Dalit Rights 
Groups,  
Land Rights Forum,  
Somani Women 
Saving and Credit 
Cooperative, 
Sungava Women’s 
Saving and Credit 
Cooperative, 
Legal Aid and 
Research Centre 
(LARC) 
Majhi Mushahar Bote 
Kalyan Sewa Samiti 
(MMBKSS),  
Bote Uttthan 
Pratisthan,  
Buffer Zone Users 
Groups and 
Buffer Zone Users 
Committees. 
Nepal Chepang 
Association, 
Praja Cooperative 
Limited,  
Deujhar Community 
Forest Users Groups 
Siddhi 
Jana Pragati 
Community Forest 
Users Group, 
Shaktikhor 
 
 
Some of the development agencies working with the study communities were originally 
considered for inclusion in the research. However, due to the devastating earthquake that 
hit Nepal at the beginning of the field work, most of the development agencies staff were 
focused on relief work in different parts of the country so were unavailable for the 
interviews. This unexpected incident forced me to change my plan, limiting the study to 
community perspectives only. However, the project documents of these agencies 
provided secondary data with respect to their development programs and have been used 
wherever relevant. 
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3.4 Data collection process and methods 
3.4.1 Preparation for the field work 
The scoping visit to the study communities during January-February 2015 and 
corresponding meetings with the community leaders had already provided me with a 
broader understanding of the field situations. Before commencing the actual field work, 
a further planning meeting was held in Narayangarh, Chitwan, in the third week of April 
2015, involving the president and a member of the Nepal Chepang Association (NCA), 
three Dalit community leaders, two Fisher community leaders from Nawalparasi, and two 
executives of a development NGO who had worked with the Fisher and Chepang 
communities for more than 10 years. The meeting was held to seek advice on secondary 
sources of information, hiring research assistants, identifying potential key informants 
and logistics management for the field work. It was helpful in gaining community consent 
for the research activities and also in developing rapport with community members in a 
short period of time, as the meeting participants were then able to inform local community 
organisations about my program in advance. Following this meeting I quickly visited the 
study sites, contacted some of the community leaders, and identified potential research 
assistants and accommodation.  
With the help of the contact people I gathered preliminary information about the study 
communities in the study locations, ongoing and recent past development programs, 
community groups/organisations and their activities. I visited the offices of the 
development NGOs working with the study communities in the selected villages and 
shared my purposes, collected information on their program activities and gathered 
relevant documents for review. Offices of the Village Development Committees (VDCs) 
in the respective study locations were contacted to collect Village Development Profiles 
(VDP) that contained details of the demographics, resources and development activities 
of the study locations. I then returned to Kathmandu and prepared a detail plan for the 
actual field work. 
The actual field work started on 20 April 2015 in the Chepang communities. A 
devastating earthquake hit the country less than a week later, on 25 April, creating 
enormous chaos. I took a break for a few days and then relocated to begin field work with 
the Dalits from 1 May, as they were the least affected by the earthquake. Generally, I 
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spent two weeks continuously in one community and then moved to the next. In total, I 
stayed four working weeks each with Fishers and Dalits and five weeks with Chepangs. 
One extra week with the Chepang community was due to the disturbance caused by the 
earthquake. 
3.4.2 Data collection methods 
Use of multiple sources of evidence is the important principle of case study inquiry (Yin 
2013). This study used all the common data collection methods – interviews, focus 
groups, observations and document review. However, in-depth personal interviews and 
focus groups were the main source of primary information. Observation notes and 
documents served the purpose of primary data triangulation. A comprehensive data 
collection scheme with specified methods for each research question was developed in 
advance to guide the overall data collection process (Table 8). 
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TABLE 8: Data collection scheme 
Research 
Questions 
Themes Methods Participants 
RQ1 Understanding modes of 
community engagement in 
development: 
Endogenous initiatives 
Externally 
induced/supported 
development programs 
Personal 
interviews 
Observation 
Focus group 
discussion 
Executives of 
community 
group/organisations 
Traditional leaders 
Activists 
Staff members of the 
NGOs/public 
officials/teachers 
RQ 2 Empowering and 
disempowering aspects of 
engagement 
Personal 
interviews 
Focus group 
discussions 
Executives of 
community 
group/organisations 
Traditional leaders 
Activists 
Staff members of the 
NGOs/public 
officials/teachers 
RQ3 Measures to improve 
development practices 
Focus group 
discussions 
Executives of 
community 
group/organisations 
Traditional leaders 
Activists 
Staff members of the 
NGOs/public 
officials/teachers 
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3.4.2.1 Document review  
Published and unpublished relevant document such as books and reports on community 
history, local demographic profiles, community organisations’ reports, community 
meeting minutes, newspaper reports and development progress reports were collected and 
reviewed during the field work. The village development profiles of each of the respective 
study sites and District Development Profiles of Nawalparasi and Chitwan Districts 
primarily provided the background information on socio-economic and demographic 
features of the study locations. These documents were important to understand the 
research contexts and the ongoing and past development activities in the study villages.  
The National Census Report of 2011, published by the Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS), 
provided background information on overall socio-economic and demographic details of 
the study communities. Published books and journal articles on Chepangs and Fishers 
provided different information on development and livelihood situations of these 
communities. Casual reports of national newspapers, particularly Kantipur Daily, Nagarik 
Daily and The Himalayan Times, also helped provide an understanding of development 
problems and other socio-economic issues of the study communities. 
Progress reports of the development NGOs working with the study communities were 
reviewed to get information on their major program activities. These reports were also 
helpful to identify the key actors (state and non-state, individuals and organisations) 
involved in community development programs in the study location, and to understand 
the goals, approaches and process of development interventions and community 
participation. Review of community organisations’ and groups’ meeting minutes helped 
with an understanding of the group dynamics in development processes. The secondary 
information thus gathered helped me to understand the overall context of the study 
population and guided me in the primary data collection process. 
 3.4.2.2 Observation 
Observation of the physical and socio-cultural settings of the communities under 
investigation was an important aspect of evidence collection for this research. Besides the 
formal interviews, I personally visited and interacted in an informal manner with people 
in tea shops, bars and religious gatherings throughout the field work so as to gain as much 
familiarity as possible with the people, places and their concerns with respect to 
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development. This process helped me to make sense of the directly observed reality with 
the responses of the interviewees to various development actors and agencies. 
I closely observed the livelihood portfolios and activities of the villagers, and attended 
some of their cultural and religious functions. Few of these observations directly 
contributed to the required data for the study, but they helped me to understand the 
broader picture of the socio-economic and cultural contexts of the study communities. 
More importantly these observations helped me to understand how the marginalised 
people make meaning of their own and others’ actions in their society. As a non-
participant observer I attended some of the formal development activities of the villages, 
such as group meetings, training sessions, workshops and ongoing physical development 
activities that helped me to understand peoples’ interaction in development settings. 
Detailed field notes were maintained to record the observations of various activities and 
relevant interaction with the people.  
3.4.2.3 Interviews 
Interviewing constitutes one of the most common methods of data collection in social 
science research and has a variety of forms, including face-to-face verbal interchange 
between researcher and participants at individual or group level, mailed or self-
administered questionnaires and telephone inquiry (Fontana & Frey 2000). Interview data 
are considered to be useful for developing an in-depth description of the case under study 
(Stake 2000). Moreover, face-to-face interviews enable the researcher to understand the 
significance of human experiences as described by participants (Minichiello et al. 1990). 
Therefore, personal face-to-face interviews of the community members who were 
actively engaged in community development programs was chosen as the primary method 
of data collection in this research. This method was particularly important to achieve a 
holistic viewpoint of the participants on the subject matter of the inquiry. 
Selection of the respondents 
The interview respondents were purposively selected using a “snowball” sampling 
technique. This is a widely used sampling method in qualitative research, where the 
respondents are identified through chain referrals made among people who know of 
others possessing some characteristics that are of research interest (Biernacki & Waldorf 
1981). I sought as much information as possible from the respondents with respect to their 
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development experiences. Therefore, those who actively engaged in community 
development programs, well-informed, were able to and willing to share their personal 
and community experiences of development were in my primary choice list. The insiders’ 
knowledge about the potential respondents would be immensely important and the 
snowball sampling process enabled me to mobilise the insiders’ knowledge for choosing 
the interview respondents. Moreover, it allowed me sampling from the natural 
interactional units of the community development (Biernacki & Waldorf 1981). 
The first respondent in each study community was the contact person of the community 
identified at the planning meeting before commencing the field work. The subsequent 
respondents were identified and contacted for interviews as advised by the preceding 
participants. This process continued until the last respondent, when I realised the 
possibilities of obtaining additional new information were minimal, and I had reached 
data saturation (Fusch & Ness 2015). 
Originally I had planned to interview a maximum of 20 participants from each of the three 
study communities. However, when I found that there were no more divergent viewpoints 
of the respondents, I stopped at that point and hence there was a total of 41 respondents 
interviewed across all case study communities: 26 males and 15 females (Table 9).  
All interview respondents were above 18 years of age, and were mainly comprised of 
community group or cooperative executives, religious leaders, traditional healers, 
informed elderly people, political activists, youth activists and women rights. A relatively 
small number of NGO staff, teachers and public officials belonging to the study 
communities were also interviewed. While selecting such persons, conscious efforts were 
made to maintain gender balance. Hence, out of total 41 respondents in three study 
communities, 15 were women.  
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TABLE 9: Respondents of personal interviews 
S.No Community No. of key informants 
  Traditional 
leaders/elderly 
person 
Activists NGO 
staff 
Teachers Public 
officials 
Total 
1 Dalits 6 4 2 1 1 15 
2 Fishers 6 5 2 1  14 
3 Chepang 4 5 2  1 12 
Interview process 
A standard semi-structured checklist was prepared and tested in advance to guide 
conversations between the researcher and the informed participants from the 
communities; however, the checklist was readjusted during the interview process 
depending on the different contexts. Each of the personal interviews generally lasted for 
about ninety minutes. The interviews were held in the Nepali language. All interviewees 
were generally able to understand and speak Nepali, so there was no difficulty in 
communication. 
3.4.2.4 Focus group discussion 
Use of a focus group or groups is also a widely used technique of data collection in case 
study research. It is a form of group interview where the researcher and a small group of 
participants interact on sets of targeted questions designed to elicit collective viewpoints 
on specific issues of the research interest (Ryan et al. 2013). There are two distinct 
orientations among scholars regarding the use of focus groups in social research – the 
individual social psychology perspective, and the social constructivist perspective 
(Belzile & Öberg 2012; Ryan et al. 2013). The former approach views individual opinions 
of the focus group participants with respect to the phenomenon under study as stable 
personal constructs, whereas the latter considers the participants as social beings co-
constructing the meaning while in group interaction (Belzile & Öberg 2012). I maintained 
the constructivist perspective and used the focus group method to go deeper on pertinent 
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community issues that emerged from the in-depth interviews. The focus groups were 
conducted at the end of the data collection process in each study site and were based on 
the emergent issues that required further exploration. As I was already familiar with the 
community context following the in-depth-interviews, I made selection decisions on the 
focus group participants on the basis of their involvement in issues of interest.  
The focus group members were generally homogenous in terms of socio-economic status 
and community engagement and had direct involvement in the issues of interest. Those 
who took part in personal interviews were not included in the focus groups, except for 
two Fishers community leaders who joined in one focus group discussion due to their 
direct involvement in community fish pond management. Table 10 shows the purpose 
and number of participants involved in each focus group discussion in the study 
communities. 
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TABLE 10: Focus group participants 
Case 
Number of 
focus 
group 
Number of 
participants Purpose of focus group 
(Specific issues explored in depth) 
Male Female Total 
Dalits 
1(women) - 8 8 Saving and credit programs of 
NGOs and women empowerment 
1 (men)  8 - 8 Collaboration with NGOs and Dalit 
rights campaigns 
Fishers 
1 (mixed) 5 3 8 Community fish pond in Shergunj: 
Can it be a viable alternative option 
of livelihoods for them 
1 (men) 6 - 6 Collaboration of NGOs with Fishers 
community organisation 
(MMBKSS) and its impact on their 
struggles for justice 
Chepangs 
1 (men) 7 - 7 Praja Cooperative Ltd and failures of 
cooperative marketing schemes 
1 (mixed) 5 3 8 Community forestry program 
implications on Chepang livelihoods 
 
The focus group data were helpful to understand the in-depth story of the issues of 
interests on the basis of specific group’s experiences. 
3.5 Data organisation and management 
The personal interviews and focus group discussions were held in the Nepali language, 
and audiotaped with the informed consent of participants. The original voice recordings 
and relevant photographs were stored in a password-protected computer with separate 
files for each case. The interview and focus group recordings were transcribed into 
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English and again saved in separate files. The data thus generated were organised in the 
form of narratives in Excel sheets. Data of three case studies were organised and saved 
separately in individual folders in the computer. All the soft versions of relevant 
documents for review collected during the field work were saved in respective case files. 
The field notebook and other printed documents related to the cases were kept locked in 
my bag. The data base thus created helped me to develop and maintain the chain of 
evidence while writing the case study results. The field notes consisted of all details 
regarding the communities visited, individuals contacted, physical observations and 
associated impressions with respect to the inquiry. The daily field notebook contained 
records of observations and discussions throughout the period of field study. It included 
the date and name of people and places visited, people’s gestures during the interaction, 
the context of the interviews or discussions, and any significant events that occurred 
during the day. Consulting the field notes while writing the case study results gave me a 
lived feeling, as if I were interacting with the research participants. 
3.6 Case study data analysis and reporting 
As an iterative process, data analysis was held throughout the data collection process. As 
a formal process, data analysis was a cumbersome but also a creative and fascinating 
process of research that brought the mass of collected data into meaningful order and 
finally enabled me to produce a comprehensive study report (Marshall & Rossman 1989). 
There are several data analysis approaches in social science research. Braun & Clarke 
(2006) broadly divide qualitative data analysis methods into two different streams. The 
first includes those approaches which are essentially tied to a particular theoretical or 
epistemological position. For example, grounded theory or phenomenological research 
demands specific methods of data collection and analysis such as conversation analysis, 
interpretive phenomenological analysis and discourse analysis. The second stream 
includes flexible analytical approaches, such as the widely used thematic analysis, which 
are not essentially tied to a particular theoretical or epistemological position, but rather 
are applicable across a range of situations. 
Thematic approach was adopted in this research primarily due to its flexible nature which 
would best fit into my constructivist paradigm of inquiry. Moreover, I intended to gain 
better understanding and skills in this method, as ‘thematising’ (Holloway & Todres 
2003, p. 347) of the data is considered as one of the core generic skills required for 
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researchers to conduct any form of qualitative analysis (Braun & Clarke 2006). Thematic 
analysis involves a process of converting qualitative data into distinct themes (Boyatzis 
1998). A theme is a key element or pattern of response or meaning found in the data in 
relation to the research question (Ayres et al. 2003). Encoding qualitative information 
into themes thus involves systematic organising, describing and interpreting the 
observations with respect to social phenomena under study. Braun & Clarke (2006) 
recommend six steps of thematic analysis that broadly guided the data analysis process 
in this research (Table 11). 
TABLE 11: Steps in thematic analysis 
 Steps Processes 
1. Familiarising with the 
data 
Transcribing, reading, re-reading and noting 
preliminary ideas about the data 
2.  Generating initial 
codes 
Systematic coding of interesting features of the 
data, collating data together relevant to each code 
3.  Searching for themes Collating similar codes into potential common 
themes along with the relevant data  
4.  Reviewing themes Checking if the themes work in relation to the 
coded extracts of the data and the entire data set 
5. Defining themes Generating clear definitions for each theme 
6.  Reporting Producing a scholarly report of the analysis 
Source: Braun & Clarke (2006, p. 87) 
Yin (2013) suggests that multiple case studies generally require both the individual cases, 
and a cross-case analysis and synthesis. The case study data analysis in this research 
therefore included two parts: individual case analysis (also described as within-case 
analysis), and cross-case synthesis. Table 12 presents specific strategies adopted for the 
individual and cross-case analysis.  
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TABLE 12: Individual and cross-case analytic strategies 
Level of analysis Purpose Strategy Output 
Individual 
participants of each 
of the case study 
communities 
Search for 
important aspects 
of development 
experience 
Intensive reading 
of interviews and 
field note 
transcripts 
Coding and 
identification of 
preliminary themes 
Across the 
participants within 
the case 
Refining themes  Coding and display Themes/sub-
themes categories 
Within each case Refining themes Re-reading of 
individual 
interviews to 
accommodate 
discrepancies  
Additional 
themes/subthemes  
Cross-case Compare and 
contrast 
themes/sub-themes 
across the cases 
Comparative data 
display 
Refined thematic 
categories based on 
the common 
experiences across 
the case 
The first step of the data analysis involved data transcribing. As soon as the field work 
finished, I transcribed all verbal contents of the audiotape of personal interviews and 
focus groups into comprehensive written texts. As the interviews were held in Nepali 
language it required subsequent translation in English. The transcribing and translation 
involved considerable time and effort. While doing so, the primary focus was geared 
towards capturing the essence of each interview rather than a literal translation of each 
word. All transcribed data in the written English texts, along with relevant field 
observation notes, were entered into an Excel sheet and saved in separate files for the 
individual cases. As I personally collected and transcribed all data, the intensive processes 
familiarised me to a great extent with the data that had direct relevance to the research 
questions.  
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As soon as the transcriptions of the data were ready, I and two members of my supervisory 
team at the University separately did a pilot encoding practice in a small portion of the 
data set of one of the three case studies, adopting an open coding system. The codes were 
assigned to the segments or elements of the raw data that apparently had analytic 
relevance with respect to the research questions and study framework (Braun & Clarke 
2006). I then compared the codes assigned by three different persons for the same set of 
data and made necessary adjustments. I followed the same approach to the rest of the data 
and assigned codes. I intensively reviewed every piece of information in the data set, and 
thoroughly checked the frequencies of the data that provided the basis for data 
triangulation at the outset. Similarly, commonalities and discrepancies of data were also 
recorded. I extensively used my personal experiences and reflections while looking at the 
patterns of data for encoding. 
The coded texts were later collated with similar information that formed the themes. For 
example, information about ongoing development activities was encoded as capacity 
building, saving and credit, drinking water, irrigation, microenterprises, community 
building, etc. All this information was later brought under the theme ‘development 
interventions’. In the same way, information encoded as land, access to 
resources/opportunities, discrimination, exploitation, neglect and ignorance were collated 
and brought under the theme ‘development aspirations’. The thematic categories thus 
became broader issues of interest subsuming a wide range of related but differently coded 
information. The coding and thematic categorisation systematically organised and 
significantly reduced the bulk volume of data. Finally, the themes served as the analytical 
unit. 
The coding and thematic categorisation could be done either manually or through the use 
of computer software programs (Braun & Clarke 2006). For simplicity I chose a manual 
approach for this research. All transcribed/translated data were first entered into an Excel 
file. Then the data set was printed and the interesting sections or elements of the texts 
were highlighted using coloured pen and assigned the codes which were later assembled 
into the relevant themes.  After working out the themes, the task of final analysis and 
writing up of the comprehensive case study reports began. The main purpose of thematic 
analysis and writing up of case study research is ‘to tell the complicated story of the data 
in a meticulous way to convince the reader of the merit and validity of the analysis (Braun 
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& Clarke 2006, p. 93).  Therefore, a careful planning was done before commencing both 
the individual and cross-case analysis and write-up to ensure concise, consistent, coherent 
and logical accounts of the story the data would tell.  
3.6.1 Individual case analysis and reporting 
The thematic data in each of three case studies were analysed separately around the 
principal research questions, and comprehensive individual case study reports were 
produced. The reports provide details of each case and its setting in the beginning 
followed by study results. The purpose of the individual case analysis and reporting was 
to provide detailed accounts of the data related to the research questions that served as 
the resource material for drawing logical conclusions of the reality (Patton 2005). The 
individual case results provided an opportunity to examine both the uniqueness of the 
phenomena under study within particular case settings and their commonalities across the 
cases. Chapters 4–6 herein present the individual case study reports. 
3.6.2 Cross-case synthesis and reporting 
Cross-case synthesis is a popular analytic technique in case study methodology, 
particularly in a multiple case study design (Creswell 2013). Themes and patterns 
pertinent to the research questions that emerged in individual case studies were compared 
and contrasted across the cases to identify and synthesise the common experiences of the 
respondents with respect to the phenomena under study. 
3.7 Trustworthiness of the study  
Although the case study is one of the most used methods of social science inquiry in a 
wide range of disciplines including community development, many scholars, particularly 
the positivists, raise questions on the trustworthiness of this method (Chetty 1996; Yin 
1999; Shenton 2004; Gibbert et al. 2008; Bryman 2012; Baškarada 2014). 
Trustworthiness is a crucial aspect of any scientific endeavour and cannot be 
compromised.  
Trustworthiness of the research in constructivist approaches cannot be addressed in the 
same way as in positivist research (Riege 2003). However, qualitative scholars including 
Yin (2014), Guba (1981), Guba & Lincoln (1982), Denzin & Lincoln (2000) have devised 
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measures of ensuring trustworthiness of qualitative approaches which are comparable to 
criteria employed in the positivist research tradition. Guba (1981) proposed four criteria 
of trustworthiness – credibility, transferability, dependability, confirmability – which 
have been extensively used by social science scholars in qualitative research (Shenton 
2004). These criteria correspond with the widely used positivist criteria of validity, 
reliability generalisability and objectivity of scientific research (Table 13). 
TABLE 13: Positivist and constructivist approaches to trustworthiness 
Approaches Positivistic criteria Constructivist criteria 
Truth value Internal validity Credibility 
Applicability External 
validity/Generalisability 
Transferability 
Consistency Reliability Dependability 
Neutrality Objectivity Confirmability 
Source: Guba (1981, p. 80) 
Credibility 
The credibility criterion is about the confidence that can be placed on the truths and 
accuracy of the qualitative research processes and the findings (Shenton 2004). Various 
strategies devised in the literature to ensure credibility include prolonged engagement in 
the field, reflexive approaches, peer debriefing, triangulation, members checking, and 
negative case analysis (Guba 1981; Lincoln & Guba 1986; Shenton 2004; Anney 2014).  
Most of the strategies devised for maintaining the credibility of the research were adopted 
in this study. The researcher’s prior familiarity with the marginalised communities as a 
community development professional helped with an understanding of the language and 
vernacular of the community groups and their members. Out of a total 15 weeks of field 
work, I spent 13 weeks continuously staying in the study communities (five weeks with 
Chepangs, four weeks with Fishers and four weeks with Dalits). Staying in the study 
communities provided opportunities not only to interact with people out of formal 
interview settings but also to become familiar with their everyday activities and world 
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views. This helped me to capture the essence of the data from the respondents’ 
perspectives on one hand and to understand possible sources of distortion in the research 
processes and data on the other, whereupon I could adopt adequate measures (see section 
3.8 for detail). The case study data were collected using multiple sources including 
interviews, focus groups, documents reviews and observation that provided opportunity 
for data triangulation. In-depth interviews of the individuals were the main sources of 
data; the consistency of this data was checked during the focus groups, observation and 
document review. A small number of deviant responses within the major themes was 
found in the case studies, and possible reasons are provided for such responses.  
Transferability 
Transferability is analogous to the external validity or generalisability of the research in 
the positivist paradigm and shows whether all or part of the findings of the case studies 
apply elsewhere (Riege 2003). The findings of this research, as in any qualitative 
research, are not meant for statistical generalisation. The concept of transferability in 
qualitative research refers to the context-bound extrapolations of the findings that 
involves speculation of the likelihood of applicability in other similar but not identical 
conditions (Patton 2005). The ‘thick descriptions’ of the data and narratives presented in 
case studies may provide adequate ground for the readers to assess potential 
transferability in their contexts (Lincoln & Guba 1986).  
Dependability  
Dependability is similar to the notion of reliability in quantitative research and shows the 
consistency and stability in the research processes. Fundamental issues with respect to 
dependability of the case study research include whether the research questions were clear 
and the overall study design was congruent with them, and if the research processes were 
carried out with adequate care (Riege 2003). The research questions in this study are clear, 
and the overall study design and processes match them. Research processes including 
case selection, data collection, analysis and case study reporting followed a consistent 
process with due care in order to ensure dependability.  
81 
Confirmability 
Confirmability refers to objectivity or neutrality in data collection and interpretation. 
Unlike positivists, who assume the researcher’s objectivity in the research processes, 
constructivists shift their attention from researcher to the data (Guba 1981). Two basic 
approaches to maintain the confirmability of qualitative studies, as devised by Guba 
(1981), are the triangulation and reflexive approaches. I have already discussed the 
triangulation processes adopted in this study while section 3.8 presents the reflexive 
approaches adopted in this research process. Table 14 summarises various measures 
adopted to maintain the trustworthiness of the research. 
TABLE 14: Summary measures adopted to maintain trustworthiness of the research 
Design tests Measures Research stage 
Credibility 
 Triangulation 
 Reflexive approach 
 Explanation building 
 In-depth analysis within a 
case, then cross-cases pattern 
matching 
 
 Data collection 
 Data analysis 
 Case report 
Transferability 
 Using multiple case study 
design  
 Thick description of the case 
 Research design 
 Data analysis 
Dependability 
 Developing and using case 
study protocol 
 Recording observations and 
responses as concrete as 
possible 
 Creating and maintaining a 
case study data-base  
 Data collection 
 Data analysis 
Confirmability 
 Triangulations of data 
 Reflexive approaches 
 Data collection 
 Data analysis 
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3.8 Researcher’s subjectivity and reflexive approach 
The reflexive approach is a much discussed and emphasised aspect of the social research 
process to minimise the subjectivities of the researcher. According to Finlay (2003) 
‘reflexivity in qualitative research, where researchers turn a critical gaze towards 
themselves, has a history spanning at least a century’ (p. 3) and is an essential feature of 
qualitative research today. The reflexive approach was an important component of the 
research process in this study. Right from the beginning I was cautious about my primary 
responsibility as a researcher to maintain the quality of the research. I was fully aware of 
the merits and demerits of my familiarity with the study communities, as I had prior 
experience of working with them. It would help me to better understand the community 
context and people on one hand, and there were possibilities that my personal subjectivity 
may influence the study processes and findings on the other, thereby undermining the 
trustworthiness of the research. By recognising this fact at the outset, I adopted a 
‘reflexive approach’ (Peshkin 1988; Finlay 2003; Etherington 2007) throughout the 
research process in general and during interviews, observation and focus groups in 
particular. Following is the recount of a story that provides an example of how the 
reflexive approach was adopted. The encounter at the heart of the story occurred during 
data collection, but the insight I gained as a result served to remind me to be aware of and 
overcome any potential biases during every step of the subsequent data collection, 
interpretation and analysis. 
As a long-time agricultural extension professional working under the Ministry of 
Agriculture, my general understanding about the poor villagers and their development 
priority was that they were basically lacking in knowledge, skills and capacities, and the 
development programs needed to fill this void. While I was engaged in field work with 
the Chepang community I heard about an interesting issue. Chepangs had a traditional 
trading relationship with non-Chepang merchants in the local town for selling their farm 
products and non-timber forest products (NTFPs). Due to this relationship they were 
forced to sell their products at non-competitive prices. Within the past few years the 
development NGOs had encouraged them to organise and initiate a cooperative marketing 
scheme to break these unfavourable economic ties. The NGOs supported Chepangs in 
establishing a cooperative (Praja Cooperative Ltd) and helped the cooperative to develop 
marketing infrastructure for cooperative marketing of their products. The scheme failed 
badly, as the majority of Chepangs continued their trading relationship with the local 
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merchants despite the establishment of the marketing cooperative. Based on my prior 
understanding of the situation, I thought that the traditional trading ties with the local 
merchant were exploitative for the Chepangs, and apparently this was true, as they were 
getting meagre prices for their products when compared to the markets. Why, then, were 
they not interested in breaking up this relationship? I came to the straight conclusion: 
Probably because they were still ‘ignorant’. 
I discussed with the Chepang community leaders about the reasons for that project failure, 
and almost all respondents agreed with my prior understanding that poor Chepangs were 
‘ignorant’, ‘alcoholic’ and ‘uninterested in improving their economic status’. My 
theoretical framework would guide me to inform that development NGOs invested in 
time-bound projects that led them to focus on finishing the physical targets but failed to 
adequately ‘sensitise’ ignorant villagers in a way that would ensure the sustainability of 
the initiative.  
But the next day when I was heading to the study villages, I came across a few Chepangs 
resting under a tree shed, having returned from the local town, selling their products. I 
stopped to chat informally with them about marketing their products. The Chepangs 
shared a totally different story to my understanding and information that I had collected 
from the interviews so far. They contended that although they would have been in a better 
position financially if they were engaged in cooperative marketing, it would not be helpful 
for them in cases of crisis and emergency, which were recurrent phenomena for them. 
The merchants were their traditional patrons when they faced crisis and emergency 
situations. From this brief chat, I realised that Chepangs were neither ignorant of their 
situation nor they did misunderstand the constraints and prospects of the cooperative 
marketing. It was their informed choice to continue the traditional patron-client economic 
relationship with the local merchants, though it was seemingly exploitative. This incident 
gave me a totally new insight into the research process. I refrained from seeking data to 
fit into my existing theoretical and conceptual framework, and rather adopted opposite 
processes: focusing on gathering data with divergent viewpoints and then applying 
appropriate theory to make meaning of the data. I let go my preoccupation in any issues 
of interest and became open minded to a wide range of responses. I deliberately chose to 
increase my interaction with diverse groups. It encouraged me to look critically at every 
piece of information. This is just a typical example to illustrate how I adopted a reflexive 
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approach while collecting data; I constantly self-examined my thoughts and actions 
during every step of the research process.  
3.9 Ethical considerations 
The main ethical concerns in this research were to protect the dignity, rights, safety and 
wellbeing of research participants as well as the general public of the study communities 
(Broom 2006). Christians (2000) lists four general moral guidelines for social science 
researchers to follow to maintain ethical standards of research work: informed consent; 
no deception; protection of personal privacy or confidentiality; and accuracy. It was my 
primary responsibility as a researcher to ensure that the participants were well aware 
about the nature and significance of the research in which they were going to be involved. 
Along with the informed consent, the ethical standards strongly opposed any possibilities 
of deception being imposed upon participants during the research process and demanded 
effective safeguards to protect confidentiality and unwanted exposure of their identity 
(Christians 2000). Finally, ‘ensuring that data are accurate is a cardinal principle in social 
science codes as well’ (Christians 2000, p. 140).  
I adopted adequate measures to ensure these standards. Before starting the field work in 
Nepal for this study, I had applied for and gained formal ethics approval from the Ethics 
Committee of the School of Agriculture and Food Sciences, Faculty of Science, The 
University of Queensland (UQ). Based on the approved codes of practices, the following 
specific measures were adopted to maintain high ethical standards throughout the 
research processes. 
Informed consent and confidentiality 
Gaining informed consent from the research participants was the topmost priority before 
commencing the field work. This process involved making clear to participants all 
information about what they were consenting to, including issues of their potential 
expectations versus the actual purpose and scope of the research. . It was made clear that 
their participation in this research would not bring them any direct or monetary benefits. 
The issue of confidentiality was also made clear to the participants and they were assured 
that their personal identity would not be disclosed. After these issues were clear, 
participants signed a consent consent form. 
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Integrity in the research process 
Besides the informed consent and the protection of the individual’s privacy, ethical 
consideration continued throughout the research process particularly during data 
collection and analysis. Due consideration was made to acknowledge the sensitive issues 
of the participants while discussing during the interviews. Socio-cultural and religious 
values and norms of the participants were upheld and well respected during data 
collection. While analysing the data, due consideration was placed on deriving meaning 
true to the participants’s explanations. The case study report did not divulge any 
participant’s identity. To maintain confidentiality during data collection, storage and 
analysis a personal code was assigned to each participant, and no identities have been 
disclosed in the Dissertation.  
3.10 Chapter summary  
In this chapter I argued for a constructivist paradigm, qualitative approach and case study 
method of research. Based on the nature of the research questions and my interest in 
gaining in-depth insights of the community development practices, I have justified the 
methodological choices of the research. I have discussed in detail the rationale for 
adopting a multiple case study design, including criteria of the selection of the cases. 
Units of analysis, data collection and analysis strategies have also been discussed with 
focus on the rationale for selection of the specific methods. I have explained the possible 
flaws of qualitative inquiries and the measures adopted to minimise or overcome such 
flaws and uphold the scientific rigour and trustworthiness of the study. Finally, I discussed 
the measures adopted to maintain ethical standards of research conduct. 
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CHAPTER 4: CASE STUDY ONE: DALITS 
4.1 Background of the study community 
The term ‘Dalit’ literally means ‘the oppressed’ (in Nepali language). It is, however, used 
as a common identity of certain categories of people, positioned at the lowest rung 
according to the hierarchical caste system prescribed in Hindu religious practices. 
Although Nepal is a secular country, nearly 81% of the total population follow the Hindu 
religion and hence the caste system is a characteristic feature of social organisation in 
Nepalese society (CBS 2014). One of the prominent features of the caste system is to 
ascribe peoples into so-called ‘high caste’ and ‘low caste’ categories based on their 
ancestry. Among the low caste peoples the division further goes into ‘touchable’ and 
‘untouchable’ status ascribed to the person. 
Dalits are groups of people who are considered to be impure and untouchable by birth.  
The tradition of untouchability is an inhumane social practice that ascribes the lowest 
status to the Dalits and customarily confines them to the menial and despised jobs in 
society (Pariyar & Lovett 2016). In the extreme form of this practice, people from higher 
castes avoid direct physical contact with Dalits and do not consume food and drinks 
touched by them. They seek purification by sprinkling water on their head if touched by 
a Dalit person. Even the houses and temples of the upper caste people are considered to 
be polluted and require purification if members of the Dalit castes enter them.  
The Civil Code that legalised caste-based social organisation in Nepalese society during 
the middle of the 19th century was amended and formulated into a new Civil Code in 1963 
that declared caste-based discrimination in public places as an illegal act. Subsequent 
constitutional and legislative reforms, including the recently endorsed Constitution of 
Nepal 2015, also declare the practice of untouchability as an illegal and punishable act. 
However, the untouchability practice continues to exist and manifests in various forms of 
oppression and discrimination against Dalits (Pariyar & Lovett 2016). 
Bhattachan et al. (2003) identified 205 areas in which Dalits still experience 
discrimination, including denial of participation in community affairs, denial of entry in 
houses and temples, social boycotts, denial of access to services, dominance and forced 
labour, and denial of access to resources and opportunities of income. Dalits are generally 
segregated from the rest of the society by being denied access to temples, festivities and 
87 
public water sources, and are not allowed to marry members of non-Dalit castes (Khanal 
et al. 2012). Hence, by virtue of caste-based discrimination and the practice of 
untouchability, Dalits are among the most oppressed social groups in Nepal. They are 
traditionally treated as inferior, and are excluded from the socio-cultural, economic and 
political affairs of the wider society. Dalits constitute 13.6% of the total population of 
Nepal (CBS 2014). 
Based on their geographic origin, the Nepalese population, along with the Dalit peoples, 
can be divided into two broad categories – those from the hills, and those traditionally 
from the plains. The latter are called Madhesi people. Nepal’s socio-economic, political, 
administrative and cultural mainstream has traditionally been dominated by the high caste 
ruling elites who originated from the hills. Hence, Madhesi Dalits are considered to be a 
further marginalised and disadvantaged group, as verified by available statistics of human 
development indicators. 
In 2011, among the four major caste/ethnic clusters of Nepalese population – high caste 
Hindus, non-Hindu indigenous peoples, Dalits and Muslims – Madhesi Dalits scored the 
lowest Human Development Index (HDI) value at 0.400 as against 0.538 of high caste 
Hindus, 0.482 of indigenous peoples and 0.422 of Muslims (GoN & UNDP 2014). The 
participants of this research belong to the Madhesi Dalit community that constitutes 36% 
of the total Dalit population and is concentrated mainly in the Eastern and Central-
Southern part of Nepal (CBS 2014). At least 15 different caste groups are recognised as 
Madheshi Dalit in the latest Census report, constituting 4.45% of the total population of 
Nepal (Table14). 
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TABLE 14: Madheshi Dalit population by castes (2011) 
S. No. 
Caste groups Total population 
Percentage of total 
population 
1 Bantar/Sardar 55104 28.40 
2 Chamar/Harijan/Ram 335893 4.60 
3 Chidimar 1254 0.10 
4 Dhandi 1982 0.16 
5 Dhankar/Dharikar 2681 0.22 
6 Dhobi 109079 9.23 
7 Dom 13268 1.12 
8 Pasi/Dusadh/Paswan 208910 17.68 
9 Halkhor 4003 0.33 
10 Kalar 1077 0.09 
11 Khatwe 100921 8.54 
12 Mushahar 234490 19.84 
13 Natuwa 3062 0.25 
14 Sarbaria 4906 0.41 
15 Tatma/Tatwa 104856 8.87 
Total (Madhesi Dalits) 1181495 100 
Nepal 26494504 4.45 
Source: Sharma (2014) 
4.2  Study locations  
Nawalparasi is one of the 20 terai7 districts of Nepal. It consists of three distinct 
geographical regions – southern plain areas, the central valley region (Nawalpur), and the 
northern hilly terrain. The study location covered three Village Development Committees 
                                                 
7 Nepal is divided into 75 administrative districts, out of which 20 districts are located in the terai region, 
39 in the hills and 16 in the mountain regions. 
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(VDCs) – Kudiya, Pratappur and Somani – located at the southern plain area of the district 
around 10-15 kilometres east from the District Headquarter Parasi, and the same distance 
south from the East-West Highway, and north from the international border with India. 
The Madhesi Dalits (I will use the term ‘Dalits’ only hereafter) comprised nearly 20% of 
the total population in the study villages. Table 16 presents the population structure of the 
Village Development Committees relevant to the study. Out of 15 different caste groups 
within the Dalits (as shown in Table 14), Harijans and Dusadhs are the predominant 
groups, followed by small numbers of Dhobi and Mushahars in the study villages. 
TABLE 15: Dalit population in the study villages 
VDCs Total population Dalits Non-Dalits % Dalits 
Somani 6771 1516 5255 22.3 
Pratappur 7404 1229 6175 16.5 
Kudiya 10058 2070 7988 20.5 
Source: CBS (2014) 
4.3 Socio-economic and cultural setting of the study 
It was not possible to get unambiguous information regarding the history of Dalit 
settlements in the study villages. However, the area is considered to have been sparsely 
populated until the 1950s due to a heavy infestation of malaria-transmitting mosquitoes. 
The elder community members, during personal interviews, revealed that their ancestors 
might have migrated from adjoining states of India in the early 20th century. In the past, 
almost all Dalits were linked with the non-Dalit landlord in bonded labour contracts. So, 
some Dalits came along with their patron at the beginning and the subsequent migration 
of others was prompted by kinship and marital relationships. The Indian landlords held 
lands in the study villages in the past and brought several Dalit families to work on their 
farms. 
Though Dalits are a highly marginalised and oppressed social group in general, their 
communities are not homogenous. The hierarchical principles of the division of people 
by caste and the concept of purity and pollution among the caste groups are also deeply 
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entrenched among Dalits themselves, segregating different caste groups within them as 
superior and inferior. For example, among Dalit castes in the study villages, Dusadhs are 
considered to be the superior caste followed by Dhobi, Mushahar and Harijan in 
descending hierarchy. Each caste group may also follow the same tradition of 
untouchability within their own caste (although the respondents reported that intra-caste 
discrimination had weakened considerably in recent years). For example, Dusadh may 
not accept food and drinks from Dhobi, and Dhobi may not accept food and drinks from 
Mushahars. Even within this layer of caste, people may divide themselves as superior or 
inferior based on their clan or gotra. An old Harijan man, for example, identified at least 
seven different gotra in the Harijan caste in descending order of superiority: Daxina, 
Uttara, Kori, Kanaujya, Lona, Belkhariya and Das.  
The general life situations of Dalits in the study villages were found to be contingent with 
their caste status. Dusadhs and Harijans were the two most prevalent Dalit caste groups 
found in the study villages. It was observed, and the respondents in personal and group 
interviews generally agreed, that the Dushadhs had a relatively better position than 
Harijans in the community in terms of sanitation and housing, educational status, contacts 
and relationships with other communities. Dusadhs had more social interaction and faced 
less discrimination than other Dalit castes, and enjoyed a relatively higher economic 
status. 
Most of the Dalits are landless agricultural labourers or otherwise menial workers. 
Different Dalit castes have been customarily forced to associate with specific professions 
which are considered to be impure to perform by upper caste peoples, such as disposal of 
dead animals, leather works, blacksmithing, manual scavenging, toilet cleaning and 
removal of the night soils. For example Harijans are associated with butchering, removal 
of dead animals and leather works, and Dhobi do the laundry and cleaning work. 
Besides these customary occupations, Dalits have traditionally been enslaved as bonded 
agricultural labour – called Haruwa and Charuwa – by high caste landlords for ploughing 
and digging their agricultural fields and animal herding (KC et al. 2013). Haruwa means 
a person who ploughs or digs the fields of the landlord. Charuwa means animal herder. 
Generally the adult male member of the household works as Haruwa while mostly their 
children and elderly persons who are unable to work hard physically become Charuwa, 
involving relatively light work such as milking animals, cleaning animal sheds and taking 
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animals to graze in the fields (KC et al. 2013). The Haruwa and Charuwa receive far 
lower wages than the prevailing rates in the markets (KC et al. 2013).  
Though the government formally abolished the bonded agricultural labour system in 
2008, still there are some households working as haruwa-charuwa for their traditional 
patron in the study villages. Particularly the poorest Dalit households felt forced to enter 
into this type of labour bondage either in exchange for use of small plots belonging to 
their landlords or simply to repay debt. However, it was learnt in the field that there is an 
increasing trend among villagers to leave the bondage labour system due to growing 
awareness among them. Most of the households have begun to engage in daily and 
seasonal wage works both in the farm and non-farm sectors. A few households also 
depended upon remittance income sent by family members working abroad, mostly in the 
Gulf countries or Malaysia.  
4.4 Dalits in development 
The engagement of Dalit peoples in development programs has been conceptualised at 
two levels: their involvement as development beneficiaries, and as active agents in 
development processes. The purpose of this exploration was to understand the 
marginalised peoples’ agency in development settings, along with their priority problems. 
4.4.1 Development needs of the community 
To comprehend the community perception regarding pressing issues of development for 
the Dalit people and the nature of community development interventions of various state 
and non-state actors at a local level, research participants were asked to identify the three 
most important development issues for their community. Almost all respondents said that 
their state of poverty was the most pressing problem; thus, increasing household incomes 
was a crucial priority, followed by health, education and employment.  
Participants were asked about the reasons for their entrenched poverty and if they viewed 
poverty as an outcome of socio-economic and cultural oppression. Responses were 
varied. Some respondents viewed persistent discrimination, domination by landlords and 
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other caste groups, and denied access to resources, particularly land,8 as the fundamental 
reasons for their poverty. This trapped them in a vicious circle which led to lack of 
education for their children, poor health and an inadequate capacity to tap into divergent 
opportunities for their livelihoods such as jobs in offices or businesses. Other 
interviewees said personal attributes, such as inadequate education, poor health, lack of 
community solidarity, lack of confidence and poor skills, led them to be poor and 
discriminated against. Regardless of the causes, every interviewee agreed that poverty 
and associated lack of dignity in social relationships were the most important issues for 
them.  
4.4.1.1 Discrimination, domination and apprehension 
Most respondents reported that discrimination through the cultural practice of 
untouchability was a fundamental social issue that denied their right to live in dignity, 
even though this discrimination had been gradually weakening over the years. The 
majority of respondents perceived that there was little formal discrimination any more 
based on the caste status of Dalits in society; however, discrimination persisted in subtle 
ways which barred them from leading a meaningful and dignified life. A Dalit man in his 
early fifties from Pratappur VDC largely represented the community perception of caste-
based discrimination with the statement:  
Until 10-15 years back, while we were offered water and cooked food, the non-Dalit 
people used to treat us as untouchable and give us the food in a plant leaf which we 
had to eat sitting outside of their houses. You can imagine how humiliating our life 
was. However, this extent of discrimination is no more in existence today; still we 
are treated as lower in status in many respects while engaged in community affairs 
(DCP12). 
Some respondents argued that discrimination and domination by the non-Dalit elites 
created psychological barriers for them to be involved proactively in any community 
affairs. This discrimination, and resulting barriers to participation, were reported as 
                                                 
8 Dalits have traditionally been treated as the service class in society, performing menial works such as 
cleaning, leather works and blacksmithing. They were traditionally not supposed to engage in farming, so 
they generally lack access to cultivable land. 
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important community development concerns for them. A popular Dalit rights advocate 
and a political activist in the region remarked:  
Continuous discrimination, exclusion and suppression of the Dalits for hundreds of 
years had created considerable apprehension in part of our community. Therefore, 
building confidence among Dalit people would be the foremost development 
priority for us (DCP36).  
Other respondents (DCP13, 6, 33, 24, 18, 30, 10 and 19) also said that discrimination and 
ongoing domination by non-Dalit people caused them a lack of confidence which was 
seen as one of the most important development problems for them.  
A Pratappur VDC leader said that Dalits faced constant sub-ordination by non-Dalits. 
This caused them to accept many forms of oppression and domination as their fate. The 
leader shared a situation where she had to resist injustice alone because community 
members feared reacting against a local non-Dalit landlord. 
In 2006 our Dalit women group collectively started a fish farm in a public water 
body with the financial and technical support from a local Dalit NGO. The purpose 
of this collective initiative was to open up an opportunity to generate some extra 
incomes to help the poorest Dalit households in our village. In the first year, the 
group fetched good harvest of fish. With the increased enthusiasm, we repeated the 
farming in the second year too. But, a local non-Dalit landlord was not happy with 
our group for using the water body - a common property resource - as like the 
private property for group fish farming. The water body was not in any use before 
so that we took decision for making use of this. But the landlord did not tolerate it 
and began to conspire against us. In one night, a hooligan group of non-Dalit 
youngsters dismantled the fish pond in the water body and we lost all grown up 
fishes. Once we heard of the incident on the following day, I asked the group 
members to take legal action against the landlord. Unfortunately, all group 
members were afraid to go for legal battle against the landlord. I alone took this 
challenge and filed a case against the landlord in local administration. I had to 
fight this battle personally as none of the Dalit people supported me in fear of the 
landlord. However, local NGOs, media persons and some political parties fully 
supported me and I won the legal battle at the end (DCP13). 
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Some respondents viewed the marginalisation of Dalit people partly as result of an 
unequal socio-economic relationship between Dalit and non-Dalit people at the local 
level. According to them, most Dalit households were landless poor and they had to 
depend on landlords for wage work and/or share cropping agreements. Hence, Dalits were 
caught in a tradition of a patron-client type of relationship with the local landlords. In 
such a situation, poor Dalits were forced to remain subordinate to the non-Dalit landlords, 
which reduced their self-esteem and confidence to overcome the barriers in participation.  
A young male respondent (DCP6) noted that Dalits had to depend upon socio-
economically and politically powerful non-Dalit people in the village when seeking wage 
work on farms or arranging to access rented land to cultivate.  
OA Dalit respondents in his mid-fifties (DCP33) said that there were two types of people 
in Dalit communities. The first types were bound to landlords. More than 95% of Dalit 
households were very poor and depended upon the local non-Dalit landlords for their 
daily subsistence and support to maintain their everyday life. Therefore, poor Dalits could 
not go against the interests of landlords and thereby risk their livelihoods and subsistence. 
They also feared that if they did not maintain good relations with non-Dalit landlords, 
such as by protesting or seeking to gain power, they could easily have political, 
administrative and law enforcement action taken against them. The power relationship 
held in place by these systems was seen to be pervasive and powerful. The second type 
of Dalit people that the interviewee recognised was the remaining 5% of people who had 
better economic status and education. They would have worked for the betterment of the 
entire community. Paradoxically, most of them were connected to local non-Dalit elite 
groups because they were believed to be more socially compatible and derived certain 
personal benefits from these relationships.  
A female respondent, who is the secretary of a women’s saving and credit cooperative, 
shared the case of how the Dalit elites were responsible for reinforcing mutual mistrust 
within the community and hence weakening solidarity among Dalit people. She noted:  
Those who are educated and have good economic standing from our community, 
they wish to develop rapport and good relationship with administrators and 
political leaders. The non-Dalit elites also treat them respectfully. As a result, they 
start to become bossy for their own brothers and sisters (Dalit people). They think 
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superior than other members of the group and treat us as passive followers of them. 
We have to respect them as like other non-Dalit local elite that make us feel annoyed 
and discourage us to follow them. This ultimately has made our community weak. 
(DCP29). 
The interviewees perceived that Dalits continued to face forms of discrimination that were 
based on unequal power relationships with non-Dalit people, and this had resulted in 
barriers to meaningful participation in development affairs.  
4.4.1.2 Inadequate access to productive resources and opportunities 
Lack of access to productive assets and opportunities for secure livelihoods emerged as 
the second important development issue for the community. Most respondents (such as 
DCP9, 20, 12, 13, 10, 36) mentioned that landlessness among Dalit people was a major 
problem. They argued that Dalits did not own or have direct access to productive land, so 
they had to cultivate the land of local landlords (generally high caste Hindus). This had 
occurred for generations, with Dalit people being bonded-labourers, tenants or share-
croppers. Not having access to land, in an overwhelmingly agrarian economy, had 
multiple implications for the Dalits. As they had no other options for income, they failed 
to access adequate education, and had limited opportunities to pursue other employment. 
This was part of a vicious circle that trapped Dalit people in chronic poverty.  
One male respondent, a community leader, noted: 
The majority of the Dalit households are landless, but apparently have no other 
sustained means of livelihoods except for farming. Therefore, they have to depend 
upon the cultivable land of local landlords either as the sharecropper tenant or as 
the wage work labourer. Landlessness is therefore the root cause of poverty. Being 
poor means to be dominated and neglected and therefore it is also a cause for 
persistent domination and discrimination. So, in my opinion landlessness is the 
most important development issue for Dalits (DCP9). 
4.4.1.3 Lack of community solidarity and social capital 
The third important community concern in development was inadequate community 
solidarity among Dalit people. The respondents generally perceived that Dalit people had 
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poor intra-community unity. Interviewees believed that this was largely due to the 
dependent economic relationship that Dalits had with the non-Dalit community, and the 
interests the non-Dalit groups had in limiting the capacity of Dalits to organise. Most 
respondents said that the traditional patron-client socio-economics between Dalit and 
non-Dalit households in rural settings prevented community solidarity among the Dalits.  
They argued that non-Dalit groups generally tended to divide them by either adopting 
differential treatments to different Dalit groups (DCP18), or through fuelling mistrust 
among them (DCP17, 30, 31). A Dalit youth (DCP16) perceived that non-Dalit elites 
opposed unity among Dalits due to the fear that it might encourage Dalits to work 
collectively to overcome caste untouchability and low wage rates for agricultural 
labourers. Poor Dalit people have to depend upon non-Dalit people for their livelihoods, 
and action against non-Dalit groups would threaten the capacity of Dalits to sustain 
themselves. A Dalit youth in his thirties shared an incident how the non-Dalit landlords 
reacted aggressively against a recent collective move of Dalit people.  
Two years back some of the Dalit youths attempted to organise all Dalit people so 
as to raise our collective voices against biases in the development process, caste-
based discrimination and oppression at the local level. But, the non-Dalit people 
reacted aggressively against our move. They not only stopped some of our very 
poor households from working in their farms but also barred us to walk on their 
farmland. Our livestock were barred to graze in their lands. The poor Dalits were 
thus forced to surrender to the landlords and our collective initiative also collapsed 
(DCP24). 
Some respondents (DCP33, 25) argued that Dalits might be loyal to the landlords’ 
interests and voluntarily avoided contributing to unity in Dalit communities because they 
had been dependent on landlords for generations. A Dalit man in his fifties who is also a 
political leader in the area claimed that mistrust among the community members was very 
high, preventing social solidarity. He shared: 
Traditionally Dalits have a tendency to follow the local elites; therefore we lack 
mutual trust among our own brothers and sisters, and lack solidarity in the overall 
community. For example, last year we had an election for Ward Citizenship 
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Forum9). In the election process 21 households were involved, out of which 14 
households were Dalits. Unfortunately, we failed to elect the Dalit candidate as the 
chairperson of the forum as, out of five candidates, three were Dalits and two were 
non-Dalit and the votes of Dalit households were divided (DCP21). 
Cross-border marriage in Dalit communities was also identified as a factor that worked 
against community solidarity. It was reported that there was a general tendency in the 
community to have cross-border marriages with Indian nationals10. This can change 
kinship relationships within the Dalit community, which can affect community cohesion. 
A local political and development activist remarked: 
Lack of social capital is the biggest problem of Madheshi Dalit community in Nepal. 
We are living along the Indian border. As a result, we extensively have cross-border 
marital relationships. Hence, at local level we do not have kinship relationships, 
and this has weakened greatly the community tie. To overcome this significant 
problem, we are campaigning to establish marital relationships within our own 
locality - not the cross-border (DCP1).  
4.4.2 Development interventions  
To understand how the development problems of Dalit people were addressed by 
community development interventions, participants were asked to reflect upon the nature 
of external development interventions in the area by both public agencies and NGOs. 
They were also asked if they had any endogenous efforts. 
                                                 
9 Ward Citizenship Forum (WCF) is a recent initiative under the Local Governance and Community 
Development Project (LGCDP) jointly implemented by the Ministry of Local Development and Federal 
Affairs and six different UN Agencies (UNDP, UNICEF, UNFPA, UNCDF, UNV and UN Women) all 
over the country.  Nepal is in a long political transition and has no formally elected body at local level for 
more than 15 years. The WCF is thus a temporary arrangement to provide a forum for the rural people to 
engage in development decisions at Ward level in absence of an elected authority at the VDC. 
10 India and Nepal have a porous geographical border and the citizens of both countries can freely move 
from one country to another as they do not require an entry visa. Moreover, the bordering villages/towns 
have closely related communities for marital relationships.  
98 
4.4.2.1 Public agencies and their interventions 
Public agencies such as departments of agriculture, livestock, health, education, 
cooperatives, forest and irrigation operate respective departmental programs at the local 
level. Village Development Committees (VDCs) are the principal front-line public 
institutions and also the elected authority to coordinate, facilitate and operate local 
community development programs in rural Nepal. Research participants were mostly 
familiar and concerned with agricultural and livestock extension, cooperatives and 
irrigation programs of the public agencies. The agriculture and livestock development 
offices provided training, technical advice, veterinary services and input subsidies such 
as improved seeds and breeds, and small irrigation infrastructure to the villages. Health 
offices run primary health care services and health awareness programs. A few female 
participants shared that they were working as female community health volunteers 
(FCHV) called mahila swasthya swyamsebika. Others were unaware of any specific 
health development programs. The VDC mainly conducts infrastructure development 
programs such as road improvements; however, in recent years a small portion of the 
annual budget of VDC has been allocated for the social development of marginalised 
sections of society including women, indigenous peoples and Dalits11. 
There were mixed experiences of interviewees regarding the operations of public 
agencies. Some respondents expressed that they were involved in training and other 
support services periodically provided by these agencies. Others perceived that 
development service agencies such as agriculture offices generally approached the local 
elites and conducted programs according to their wishes. One respondent in his sixties 
said:  
As we are poor, and have no good and tidy houses for the public officials to stay 
with us, they rarely visit our places. Whenever they come, they meet people who 
have good houses and can offer them good food. So, Dalits are neither consulted 
for any development programs nor are getting any benefits from the works whatever 
going on here (DCP30). 
                                                 
11 For example, in 2014 VDCs in the study locations were allocated NRs 30,000/- (0.01%) out of an 
average 3 million annual budget in each VDC for social development of the Dalit community.  
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A female respondent reflected on the limited number of Dalit people who benefited from 
agricultural input support services. She never knew when it came to her area and who 
actually received the service. She shared: 
When I approached the local office here they either said that it was not the right 
time to collect seeds or other materials, or they had already come and gone. They 
never bring the materials on time. Probably they provide support to the rich people 
only (DCP5). 
Most respondents were indifferent with respect to the public development interventions, 
as they perceived either the interventions were irrelevant for them or they had no 
expectation that they could access these services. A community leader said: 
I visited district agriculture office three times to request a roar pump for irrigation 
in kitchen gardens of the households in my small village. They asked me to produce 
land entitlement certificates of the user group members. None of our people in this 
village has land entitlements and hence we were denied this service (DCP9). 
4.4.2.2 NGOs and their interventions 
There were at least 10 non-government organisations (NGOs)12 currently working with 
the Dalit community in the study site. Respondents pointed out that NGOs mainly focused 
on awareness raising, skill development, technical advice, saving and credit and support 
for activities that generated income. All NGOs used strategies of community group 
formation and mobilisation. Most NGO interventions aimed to address the immediate 
livelihood needs of poor Dalit households. Very few programs were targeted at 
community organisation and sensitisation to enable them to address basic human rights 
                                                 
12 Based on the key informants’ interviews, the NGOs working with the Dalit people in the study sites  
included: Indreni Social Development Forum (ISDF), Legal Aid and Research Centre (LARC), ABC-
Nepal, Multi-dimensional Action for Development  Nepal (MADE-Nepal), Dalit-NGO Federation, Institute 
for Integrated Development Studies Nepal (IIDS-Nepal), Swornim Community Academy for Development, 
Backwardness Eradication Society Nepal (BES-Nepal), National Educational and Social Development 
Organisation Nepal (NESDO-Nepal) and Sahamati.   
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and power dynamics. The respondents’ reactions to both types of intervention were 
mixed.  
One youth (DCP20) remarked that NGOs were encouraging them to organise and 
improve farming and livestock keeping practices, and to help operate small scale micro-
enterprises. However, due to lack of information and confidence, poor Dalit people rarely 
had the opportunity to access these initiatives. Another Dalit youth (DCP7), who is also 
an NGO staff member, said that NGOs were working with Dalit people primarily to help 
them increase their means of livelihood through improved farming, to support them in 
running saving and credit schemes, and help them to set up micro-enterprises such as 
sewing and embroidery, roadside shop keeping, pig husbandry, vegetable farming and 
poultry keeping. A document review of one of the longest serving NGOs in the area also 
showed that its interventions focused on skill improvement of Dalits and promotion of 
farm-based micro enterprises, especially commercial vegetable growing and poultry 
keeping.  
A man in his fifties (DCP33) revealed that NGOs basically helped to improve the 
economic status of poor households through input and technical support for improved 
farming and livestock practices, operating saving and credit schemes, and community 
mobilisation to enable them to access more resources. 
4.4.2.3 Endogenous initiatives 
The respondents could not provide any significant evidence of endogenous initiatives in 
the past to address their socio-economic problems despite the fact that they consistently 
experienced socio-cultural and economic injustices, exploitation and oppression. A 
possible reason could be weak community solidarity, as nearly every household had 
traditional economic ties with the non-Dalit patrons for their sustenance. However, most 
of the respondents enthusiastically recalled a relatively recent initiative that was launched 
to protest against caste-based discrimination, domination and exploitation. A Dalit leader 
who was mainly responsible for this initiative said:  
Realising the grave situation of Dalits in this area, I decided to organise, sensitise 
and mobilise ourselves collectively against caste-based discrimination and 
oppression in 2006. For this, I developed an action plan and involved other youths 
voluntarily to organise the peoples. Under this initiative we formed a village-level 
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Dalit rights group and sensitised and encouraged the members for rapid protest 
action in cases of discrimination prevented by the laws. We formed more than 100 
such groups at village level within a year, covering 15 Village Development 
Committees of the South-Western belt of Nawalparasi. Dalit members associated 
with these groups protested and negotiated the cases of domination and 
discrimination against them at public places and in a few cases we even fought 
legal battles. The villagers were also collectively mobilised against low wage rates 
paid to them for farm jobs, and unjust terms and conditions of the land tenancy 
agreements at a local level. We were able to enforce standard wage rates for 
agricultural workers and to improve unjust terms and conditions of land tenancy 
agreements in favour of the Dalit tenants. We brought at least five cases of 
perpetrators who verbally abused Dalits into legal action. These tangible 
achievements gave significant confidence among the submissive Dalit peoples. 
Along with these achievements, our initiative drew the attention of the development 
NGOs and now we are working for the Dalit peoples with financial support from 
various development NGOs (DCP11). 
This initiative, however, was quickly turned into a development project of an international 
development NGO and was no longer a voluntary initiative of the Dalit people themselves 
(DCP 21, 24, 27, 29). Within a year of the volunteer initiative, one of the international 
development NGOs encouraged the Dalit leaders and concerned activists to register a 
local NGO to provide financial support for the protest and sensitisation campaigns. This 
was an attractive proposal for the Dalit leader and associated activists. They registered a 
local NGO at the District Administration Office in 2006. Soon, the local NGO introduced 
a two-year project with financial support from the international NGO. The project 
basically aimed to strengthen the already initiated campaign so as to promote Dalit dignity 
through organisation and collective mobilisation. Unfortunately, after two years of 
successful intervention, the NGO was forced to change the approach in the second phase 
of the program as per the priority of the funding partner. Therefore, in the second phase 
of the project the NGO abruptly shifted from the issue-based organising and mobilisation 
of Dalit peoples to the introduction of saving and credit schemes targeting Dalit women 
only. 
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During my field work, the same NGO had been working with Dalit peoples for more than 
10 years. Except for the first two years, the programs were limited to supporting the 
saving and credit cooperatives and to providing technical training for the women to 
expand farm-based or non-farm income opportunities such as improved vegetable 
farming, livestock keeping, embroidery, beauty parlour and seamstress work. 
4.4.3 Participatory processes and practices in development 
All respondents were aware that there was an increasing trend of development agencies 
– both state and non-state – to involve them in development programs over the years, 
particularly after the socio-political changes of 1990 and 200613. A man in his forties 
(DCP26) said that Dalits were not aware of any development programs until 2006. 
Following the political changes of 2006, development programs of the government and 
NGOs in rural areas pursued Dalit people as a priority. They were involved actively in 
the development programs of the NGOs and public agencies including the Village 
Development Committee (VDC) However, the respondents pointed out a number of 
socio-cultural and psychological barriers to participation in the development programs. 
Dalit people were still facing serious difficulties in participating in community 
undertakings due to subversive forms of domination, non-cooperation and humiliation 
perpetuated by non-Dalit people, as well as more systematic forms of bias and 
discrimination against them. A typical statement from a respondent in his mid-seventies 
reveals the gravity of the issue: 
                                                 
13 Nepal was under the autocratic rule of the Hindu King from 1960-1990. Hindu elites traditionally held 
hegemonic roles in socio-political, administrative and cultural affairs under the protection of the Hindu 
King during this period. Therefore, caste-based oppression against Dalits continued despite formal 
constitutional provisions against untouchability and discrimination. A peoples movement in 1990 paved 
the way to overthrow the autocratic rule of the monarch and restored the democratic polity that had ceased 
in 1960 under then King Mahendra. This change opened up NGOs to work with people in rural areas. Nepal 
entered into the civil war waged by the Maoist Communists in 1995 that ended up with an agreement 
between the state and the Maoists in 2006 to draft a new constitution with the republican set-up and an 
overall restructuring of the state based on the principles of Federal governance. With this, the then Interim 
Constitution of Nepal 2007 and recently promulgated Constitution of the Federal Republic Nepal 2015, 
included stronger punitive measures against any forms of discrimination, including caste-based ones.  
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I have never seen meaningful involvement of Dalit people in any development 
programs until today. People simply ignored us for years because we are Dalits 
and it was impure for them to engage with us. In recent years, NGOs have started 
to involve us in development programs but still the elite people are not happy to 
engage with us. They do not like to listen to our voices. Whenever we raise our 
concerns in meetings they stop us in between. Therefore, involvement of Dalit 
people in development programs is meaningless (DCP25). 
In a similar tone, another Dalit man (DCP14) shared that he felt humiliated when he 
brought up some of the issues of Dalit community in meetings and non-Dalit people asked 
him to stop speaking without taking his points seriously. The elusive forms of domination 
were hard to counter and enough to demoralise the Dalit people in a number of ways. A 
young political activist noted: 
Dalits are rarely invited into development planning and management meetings; if 
invited they are often informed in the last minutes, and meetings are organised in 
inadequate time so that most of the poor members who have to go for the wage 
works, are unable to attend such meetings. Those who manage to attend, have to 
face a humiliating situation there – like the organisers expect us to arrange chairs 
for other participants or we have to leave the chairs for non-Dalit members if there 
are not enough chairs in the hall (DCP4). 
The interviewees perceived that though the Dalits were increasingly invited to be 
involved in the development programs, they were still denied involvement in the 
decision-making processes. One of the Dalit youths said: 
Dalits are gradually involved in development programs in later years; however, 
they still have a long way to go to assume leadership roles in the community. Dalits 
are mostly involved just as passive members in any decision-making bodies in the 
community. Decision-making authority is overwhelmingly captured by the 
traditional non-Dalit elites (DCP28). 
Another senior Dalit man (DCP14) said that Dalits’ participation in community 
development programs was token, as they were not getting the chance to assume 
leadership roles in decision making. Whenever he attended the development planning 
meetings of NGOs or public agencies, he rarely got the chance to express his views freely. 
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Moreover, he experienced sheer neglect of Dalit voices when it came to a decision. He 
argued that Dalits’ voices were neglected as they had no representative in decision- 
making positions particularly in public bodies.  
Those who were somehow successful in achieving a leadership role from the Dalit 
community also faced demoralising situations in many aspects that reinforced 
psychological barriers to overcome their subordination. A young Dalit activist in his early 
twenties who recently became the coordinator of one of the Ward Citizenships Forums 
(WCF) noted:  
Non-Dalit people generally do not extend support to a Dalit member in an executive 
position in the community. For example, I am elected as the coordinator of Ward 
Citizenships Forum, but the non-Dalit members often remain absent in the meetings 
that I chair and later make negative comments on decisions. This makes me 
harassed to engage proactively in any affairs in the community (DCP 17). 
Another respondent who is also the chairperson of a local Dalit NGO (DCP 27) was not 
happy with the way most development agencies interacted with Dalit people in 
community development processes. He said that, as in everyday social life, Dalits 
experienced discrimination in development practices because they were treated as 
ignorant, inferior and incapable of leading the process. If they were invited to be involved 
in any programs, the development agencies treated them as followers of the non-Dalit 
elites – a passive recipient having no agency. A young Dalit manager of a women’s 
cooperative said that political contexts were instrumental for Dalits to gain or lose space 
in the development arena. She noted: 
We were experiencing discrimination and exclusion for years; however, the 
discrimination was weakened and Dalit people were able to claim some of the 
positions on decision-making bodies at local level in later years, particularly after 
the political changes of 2006 that paved the way for the settlement of decade-long 
insurgency (DCP18). 
However, she said any gains made had since been lost due to the changing political 
scenario, particularly after the electoral defeat of rebel groups in 2013, when the status of 
Dalits had become the same as previously and they were treated as ignorant and incapable 
of contributing meaningfully in any development decisions, and barred from assuming 
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any decisive roles. Another Dalit woman (DCP 29) in her forties argued that Dalits were 
not formally discriminated against, but were rarely heard in the decision-making process. 
She claimed that only four or five people – all non-Dalits – were in the decision-making 
roles regarding design and implementation of VDC development programs in her area. 
Another issue voiced by some of the respondents (DCP6, 29, 30 and 19) was that those 
who were involved actively in community development programs from the Dalit 
community were actually from the elite section within the Dalit groups – not the ordinary 
Dalit people. A typical statement below, from a Dalit man in his twenties, illustrates elite-
dominance within the Dalit community regarding participation in development and other 
community affairs.  
Dalit participation in development is largely limited to a handful of well-to-do and 
politically active Dalit members of society rather than to the wider Dalit 
community. You can see the same group of women and men everywhere 
representing our community in various forums and attending meetings, workshops, 
trainings and other opportunities (DCP6). 
Thus, although Dalits’ physical involvement in the development process had increased 
somewhat in later years, their involvement was yet to influence development decisions in 
favour of the traditionally marginalised Dalit community. 
4.5 Perceived implications of development  
Research participants found room for optimism about their engagement in development, 
as they perceived their situation was improving compared to the past. Female respondents 
shared how traditional culture had barred them from engaging in any community affairs 
and thereby made them disadvantaged in the past, while community development 
programs had gradually been helping them to overcome such barriers. A respondent in 
her thirties said:  
Until a few years back, women were confined within the household chores and had 
to wear purdah; they were not allowed to speak with any new people in the village. 
But with the introduction of community development programs of NGOs, 
remarkable changes have been happening in the lives of women and the poor Dalits. 
Today I am talking with you, which would have been impossible 15 years back. 
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Nowadays I attend meetings and trainings in district headquarters also. This is not 
a small change for us (DCP5).  
Other female respondents (DCP13, 19, 8, 9 and 29) also revealed their experiences in a 
similar vein. According to them, Dalits in general, including women, were not allowed to 
be involved in any community affairs until very recently. But with the introduction of 
community development programs of NGOs particularly after 2006, they were organised 
in groups, and the group activities became good avenues for them to engage with wider 
society. A young male respondent (DCP20) was excited about the recent trends in 
development. He claimed that Dalits and other backward communities were targeted by 
development programs in recent years and this had brought significant progress in the 
socio-economic status of Dalit people, particularly in education and income when 
compared with the situation in the past. Development interventions such as saving and 
credit schemes and income-generating activities supported by the NGOs were generally 
viewed by interviewees as beneficial. One respondent, (DCP12), noted that group saving 
and credit schemes promoted by NGOs had been helpful for many poor households, as 
otherwise they had to pay very high interest – up to 120% – on credit from local lenders. 
The group saving and credit schemes made it possible to access credit with 10 times lower 
interest rates (12%). Female respondents were especially happy with the group saving 
schemes, as it was also helpful for them to generate extra income.  
The following remark of a respondent in her forties reflected the most common view of 
the female participants: 
The savings program has helped us to access credit in our doorstep whenever we 
require. This has helped us to start micro-enterprises such as running roadside 
shops, vegetable farming/trading, operating sewing and knitting centres. This has 
made women to be economically self-reliant. More importantly, now we are able to 
speak in front of other persons like you, which was almost impossible a few years 
back. We can now attend community meetings and raise our voices with respect to 
various issues – including discrimination and violence. These are the significant 
achievements for us (DCP19). 
The beneficial implications of saving and credit schemes were well articulated in personal 
interviews, particularly by the female respondents. As a result, the issue of ‘saving and 
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credit schemes and women empowerment’ was picked up for in-depth discussion in a 
focus group involving some of the key executive members (president, vice president, 
secretary and treasurer) from two well-functioning saving and credit cooperatives of Dalit 
women. The focus group participants were asked to discuss the advantages and 
disadvantages of their engagement in the cooperatives. They were optimistic about the 
advantages of saving and credit cooperatives in their personal and community life. At a 
personal level there was general agreement that the cooperative was an easy and readily 
available means of credit, particularly at the time of medical emergencies, as illustrated 
by the following comment: 
In the past we had to go to the door of the landlord when someone in the family got 
sick, seeking credit. If we asked for, for example two thousand rupees, the landlord 
used to give us just five hundred and used to charge an extremely high interest rate 
- more than 120%. Now, we can easily get credit from our cooperative, without any 
trouble in much less interest rate (i.e. merely 12%) (DFGP5). 
Focus group participants agreed that the group activities, particularly the monthly meeting 
and periodic training programs, were good avenues for them to ‘learn something new’ 
and gain ‘self-confidence’. At a personal level the cooperative activities provided 
opportunities for Dalit women, who were traditionally confined to household chores, to 
interact with the wider community. They learned communication skills, financial 
management and micro-enterprising skills, all of which helped them to access new 
income opportunities. 
At community level they found the cooperative helped them to get organised and 
mobilised as a group. Although there was no immediate evidence of a direct impact on 
caste-based discrimination and oppression due to their engagement in cooperative 
activities, they felt that their self-reliance on credit helped them to avoid dependence upon 
paternalistic non-Dalit landlords. This enhanced their dignity and autonomy in decisions 
also. For example, if they took a loan or credit from the landlords they were forced to 
work on their land for unfair wage rates, and were unable to resist any form of oppression 
or exploitation. Despite the aforementioned benefits of saving and credit schemes in 
general, the participants hinted that over dependency on the NGO for management and 
operation of the saving and credit cooperative was a limiting factor. The participants did 
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not directly express this concern as a disadvantage, but it was clearly sensed in the 
following remarks: 
The NGO has to assign staff to manage our account; we cannot do it by ourselves. 
How long can we go on in this way? Better we would have properly trained and 
managed our affairs by ourselves (DFGP2). 
My observation also showed the clear limitations in this aspect of the intervention. A male 
staff member of the NGO was assigned to manage the accounts of both cooperatives. I 
observed a regular meeting of one of the cooperatives and noticed that he dictated 
members’ interaction and the group decision (Box 1). 
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BOX 1: Field note – meeting of a saving and credit cooperative 
The cooperative manager, who is a male staff member of the supporting NGO, 
welcomes the cooperative executive members in the meeting, introduces myself as 
a guest and asks the Chairwoman of the cooperative to preside over the meeting. 
We all introduce ourselves. 
The members have learnt the same way of introduction - like everyone stands to 
introduce (which would not be necessary in a small group meeting) and memorises 
the way to speak; if someone forgets to follow the standard pattern, other members 
reminds her - looks too much instrumental, standardised and formal way of 
introduction. After introduction, the manager puts forward one point agenda of the 
meeting: to make a disbursement decision on credit requests of the members. He 
first asks if anyone among the executive members has any request for credit. There 
is no request from the executive members. Then, the manager turns his diary and 
reads credit request of five applicants. There are requests of variable amounts 
ranging from Nepalese Rupees (NRs) 2500-6000. The manager flatly says 
everyone is getting NRs 2500 and accordingly prepares the meeting minute and 
asks everyone to sign. 
After this, the manager asks chairwoman to close the meeting. She barely speaks a 
few words to close the meeting. Now, the manager announces that he opens the 
floor for sharing session. He asks the cooperative members to share how they are 
doing while engaging in cooperative activities. He elaborates the things to share, 
particularly the ‘good things’, implying that I am a potential donor. Then wave of 
enthusiasm appears among the members of cooperative. I stop the manager and 
make clear that I am neither a potential donor, nor I am here to evaluate their 
progress. Then the manager corrects his advice to the members and asks them to 
share what they feel ‘good’ in cooperative.  
Obviously, the cooperative executive body has positions like Secretary and 
Treasurer, but apparently members holding these positions have no any roles to 
perform. The Chairperson’s role also seems to me just a formal decorum. The 
manager overwhelmingly dominates not only the decision making process of the 
cooperative, but also conditions the executive members of cooperative on matters 
like how to speak, what to speak. He is simply spoon feeding Dalit women. The 
power relation in everyday affairs appears to be partly protective and mostly 
dominating and oppressive.  
                         Date: 16 May 2015 
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A male respondent’s remarks with respect to the NGO’s support in the operation of saving 
and credit schemes in general and the Dalit women’s cooperatives in particular were also 
notable in this respect: 
I see the saving and credit programs are just like an extension of a commercial 
bank in rural areas. I do not see the prospect of these programs to benefit poor 
Dalit women whatever may the proponents of these programs claim. In practice, 
what I observe, they straight come to the villagers and ask them, particularly the 
women, to be gathered and form groups. Then they share about their provisions - 
the way to collect money for saving, interest rates for the credit and lending 
procedures. Clearly, the purpose of these interventions is profit maximisation of the 
lenders, not to empower the community (DCP17). 
Women respondents, however, were generally optimistic about working with the NGOs. 
A woman in her fifties (DCP13), who was a local leader of a political party, revealed that 
NGOs had brought major changes to the life of Dalit women through group formation, 
mobilisation and awareness-raising programs. She claimed that in the past women used 
to hide inside the house if a new person approached them to ask something. In the last 10 
years she had observed major changes among Dalit women, such as they were now able 
to introduce themselves, speak and share their experiences with other people. They were 
organised and had a greater capacity to make claims.  
There were some critical perspectives too among the interviewees, who perceived that 
the external development interventions were less effective in delivering any substantial 
change in the community. Most of the views echoed that the interventions were top-down, 
short time-bound, economistic and techno-centric, while the nature of community 
problems was mainly related to socio-cultural and political injustices that required 
sustained efforts. A Dalit youth activist in his late twenties shared: 
Most of the NGOs’ programs aim for economic upliftment of poor households but 
do not have any significant interventions to address the inequalities in resources 
and social issues such as untouchability, which are the root causes of poverty. They 
do not intervene directly to reduce the caste-based discrimination and oppression 
that is the main concern for Dalit people. Moreover, the development interventions 
of NGOs tend to be time-bound. During any project period they mobilise the 
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community to some extent; however, after a certain period of time the NGOs phase 
out their programs and the community gets back to its previous state (DCP 11). 
A man in his forties revealed a similar sentiment when he remarked that NGOs often 
brought programs of their own interest without properly comprehending community 
problems.  
The NGOs mainly focus on income generation of poor Dalit households through 
farm-based micro enterprises, but fail to acknowledge the fact that more than 90% 
of Dalit households lack cultivable land (DCP36). 
According to him, very few NGOs included programs that helped address socio-cultural 
issues such as caste untouchability and economic inequality. Their programs also failed 
to bring any significant changes in peoples’ lives except for raising some ‘consciousness’. 
Another man of the same age group elaborated that NGOs were just providing training 
and compelling people to attend workshops which had little relevance for them. Several 
respondents were concerned about the issue that development programs were basically 
designed from ‘the top-down’ without prior consultation with participating communities. 
This meant that development initiatives did not fit well with community expectations.  
NGOs often design the interventions on the top and brought down to the community 
with their own priority which poorly fit into our context (DCP30). 
Some respondents were concerned about the way NGOs approached the community and 
the purpose of interventions. They raised concerns about the sustainability of 
development initiatives. In response to these critical voices, particularly among younger 
male respondents about the performance of NGOs, a group of youth activists was invited 
for a focus group discussion regarding the role of NGOs in the promotion of Dalit rights 
issues. The participants were simply asked to discuss the potential roles and limitations 
of NGOs in helping to promote sustained campaigns against caste-based discrimination 
and related oppression. The participants came up with the view that NGOs have potential 
to promote such campaigns, if they depend more on internal resources and are 
categorically committed to engage only on structural issues. 
Referring to the voluntary campaign that they launched in 2005/2006 against caste-based 
discrimination, the focus group participants argued that most NGOs had inherent 
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limitations to support the sustained campaigns required for meaningful social change, as 
their main accountability was to their funding sources.  
There were clearly different positions of male and female respondents with respect to 
perceived implications of participatory development interventions of NGOs. Dalit 
women generally viewed the interventions of NGOs more favourably than the male 
respondents. Dalit women were not allowed to participate in any community affairs 
before the introduction of the NGOs development programs. They were oppressed not 
only by caste discrimination but also faced severe gender discrimination both at the 
household and community level. They were denied economic opportunities and lacked 
access to income. However, with the introduction of group saving schemes and income 
generating programs of NGOs, they were able to participate in group meetings and 
training programs. They got opportunities to access credit and to start micro enterprises 
for income generation. These common interventions of NGOs were exciting avenues 
for Dalit women, enabling them to engage beyond household chores. Therefore, most 
of the female respondents were positive towards NGO interventions. However, the male 
respondents did not appreciate the interventions as much as female respondents because 
for them, engaging in community affairs was not a problem in the past. Their core 
expectation was dignified space for decision making processes, which remained a 
problem.  
4.6 Chapter summary 
The case study results show that Dalits still experience caste-based discrimination and 
oppression in various forms – such as ignorance, domination, economic exploitation and 
untouchability – despite the legal protection against this inhumane socio-cultural practice. 
Dalits are socio-economically poor, culturally subordinated, and most of them are 
landless agricultural labourers. Therefore, secured livelihoods, land entitlements, fair 
wages for their agricultural work, and a dignified life free from discrimination are some 
of the key aspirations that villagers seek to achieve through development.  With the 
restoration of democracy and adoption of liberal economic policies in 1990, NGOs 
emerged in the field of development that introduced targeted programs for the Dalits. 
Only then were Dalit people directly involved in development programs. In later years, 
government agencies implemented a policy to give priority to the marginalised peoples 
in their programs, in principle. Therefore, the villagers in recent years have – to a degree 
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– more actively engaged in various community development programs of both the state 
agencies and NGOs. However, the state agencies’ respective departmental programs are 
not targeted specifically at the marginalised Dalits, so most of the time the poor villagers 
fail to access the development resources. Moreover the state development programs are 
mostly less relevant for the Dalits. For example, majority of the villagers are landless 
wage workers and hence the agricultural extension programs have little relevance for 
them.  
Development NGOs often have short-term projects primarily aimed at promoting self-
help through saving and credit programs, skill enhancement and micro-enterprises 
development. The villagers have been invited to participate in a number of development 
projects, particularly those launched by NGOs. Through time-bound, short-term 
development projects, NGOs generally encourage villagers to form users’ groups and 
provide skills development training such as improved farming and livestock keeping, 
embroidery, sewing, electrical and mechanical skills. Dalits overwhelmingly perceive 
their level of participation in development programs as tokenistic and manipulated; still 
they are enthusiastic to engage with development NGOs, because they gain dignity when 
engaging with outside actors. In a few instances, development NGOs supported Dalit 
peoples’ fundamental concerns in campaigns against discrimination, and for land rights, 
fair wage and women rights, but due to the limitations of project-based support these 
initiatives could not be sustained. It was apparent that there was divergence between the 
community aspirations and the aim of the development programs. Development agencies 
generally ignored issues of discrimination, oppression and economic exploitation as the 
focus of their program. The oppression Dalits face is rooted in socio-cultural, historical 
and political processes, and requires sustained political action. The development 
interventions, however, were predominantly short-term technical and economic 
interventions that were universal in design, externally induced, and rarely fitted with the 
peoples’ priority concerns.  
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CHAPTER 5: CASE STUDY TWO: FISHERS 
5.1 Background of the study community 
The Fishers’ community of Nawalparasi District in South Central Nepal, selected for the 
purpose of this study, comprises three different ethnic/caste groups – Majhi, Mushahar 
and Bote – who traditionally share a common livelihood pattern and cultural identity – 
fishing, ferrying and gathering. In terms of ethnicity, Majhi and Bote are the indigenous 
nationalities who originated from the hills of Nepal. They are believed to have migrated 
down to the Nepal’s terai14 towards the end of the 18th century to escape the state 
repression of excessive taxation, slavery and forced military service imposed by the then 
rulers in the hills of Nepal (Blaikie & Feldman 1976). Mushahars are originally Indian 
nationals who migrated to Nepal from the adjoining Indian states of Bihar and Uttar 
Pradesh during the early 19th century in search of livelihood opportunities in light of the 
fierce competition with another fishing group – Mallahas – in their ancestral land (Paudel 
2005). In a British colonial account Mushahars were characterised as a faction of the 
indigenous tribe Tharus (Guneratne 1998). Nepalese Mushahars, however, are 
categorised as a caste group and are not treated as indigenous people, though they share 
many socio-cultural and economic features with indigenous Tharu, Bote and Majhi 
neighbours in the study villages. 
As fishing and gathering had been their traditional means of livelihood, the banks of the 
River Narayani that flows across the Nawalpur valley in Nawalparasi district, and the 
densely forested areas therein, became a rewarding prospect for the migrant Bote, Majhi 
and Mushahar communities. They started living together and developed a common socio-
cultural and livelihood pattern over the years despite their different caste and ethnic 
backgrounds. For the purpose of this study, I have taken these three different social groups 
                                                 
14 Nepal is broadly divided into three distinct physiographic regions – southern plain land, central hilly 
region and the northern mountainous region that run nearly parallel to each other from east to west. The 
southern plain land is called terai region which is a narrow strip 15–30 kilometres wide between the Churia 
hills in the North and the Indian frontiers in the South. Of the total, terai covers 17% of the landmass and 
the remaining 83% comes under hills and mountains.  
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from Nawalpur Valley together as ‘Fishers’ community’, overarching the traditional caste 
and ethnic divisions within them.  
5.2 Study location 
Nawalparasi consists of three distinct geographical regions within the district: the 
southern plain areas, central valley region (Nawalpur), and the northern hilly terrain. The 
Nawalpur valley occupies most of the landmass (62%) of the district, followed by the 
southern plain area (22%) and the hills (16%) (DDC Nawalparasi 2015). The Narayani – 
one of the three major ever-flowing river systems of Nepal – passes through Nawalpur, 
bordering Chitwan district.  
The largest part of the population in Nawalparasi district is comprised of high caste hill 
migrants, with Brahmins and Chhetris making up nearly a quarter of the total 643,508 
population in the district, followed by Magars (17.46%), a hill indigenous group, and 
Tharus (15.12%), an aboriginal tribal group. The Fishers make up nearly 1.5% of the total 
population in the district and mostly reside in Nawalpur region (DDC Nawalparasi 2015). 
The Fishers’ settlements are scattered in a number of Village Development Committees 
(VDCs)15 along the Narayani River in Nawalpur adjacent to the Chitwan National Park, 
including Mukundapur, Amarapuri, Rajahar, Divyapuri, Pragati Nagar, Pithauli, 
Agryouli, Kawaswoti, Kumarwarti and Kolhuwa. Three major clusters of the Fishers’ 
settlements in Nawalpur – Piprahar/Divyapuri, Pithauli, and Baghkhor/Shergunj – were 
selected for this study, as they held more than 80% of the Fishers’ households in the 
district.  
                                                 
15 The Village Development Committee (VDC) was the lowest administrative unit (similar to 
municipalities) with elected representative under the Ministry of Federal Affairs and Local Development 
until 2017. The Government of Nepal restructured these VDCs in 2017, forming new administrative units 
at local level known as Rural Municipalities and Urban Municipalities according to constitutional provision 
of the state restructuring for the Federal governance system. However, it was not operationalised during 
my field work and I have used the names of places as they were before this reform throughout this thesis. 
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 5.3 Socio-economic, cultural and historical settings of study 
community 
The Fishers’ community in the Nawalpur area of Nawalparasi district is poor, virtually 
landless and considered as one of the highly marginalised disadvantaged social groups of 
Nepal socio-economically, culturally and politically (Bhattarai & Jana 2005; Paudel 
2005; Jana 2007). The terai of Nepal, including Nawalpur, remained densely forested 
with sparsely populated human settlements until the 1950s due to its hot and humid 
climate and high incidence of malaria (Müller-Böker 1993; Guneratne 1998; Gellner 
2007). Tharus, who are popularly believed to have some degree of immunity to malaria 
along with some other minority migrant groups including Fishers, were the only 
inhabitants of Nawalpur before the 1950s (Guneratne 1998; Paudel 2005).  
Due to the high possibility of malarial infestations, the fertile flat lands in terai were 
underutilised, limiting the economic growth of the country even as the hilly areas were 
bearing high population pressure beyond their ecological footprint. Therefore, following 
the installation of democratic polity in 195116, opening up the terai regions for settlement 
and development became central to the concerns of the new ruling elite of Nepal. In the 
meantime, exceptionally heavy monsoon rains of 1953-54 caused massive floods and 
landslides in some of the hill districts of Central Nepal, leaving thousands of peasant 
families homeless (Kansakar 1985). This prompted the government to rehabilitate the 
flood victims immediately to safe places in the terai with effective remedies for the 
malarial problem. 
The government launched a pilot Malaria Eradication Program in Chitwan district, 
adjoining Nawalpur, with the technical and financial support of the United States 
Operations Missions (USOM/USAID) and the World Health Organisation (WHO) of the 
United Nations in 1954; this program was later extended to the entire terai regions of the 
country (Kansakar 1985). Along with the Malaria Eradication Program, a Multipurpose 
Development Project was launched in 1956 to pilot a resettlement scheme with the aim 
of rehabilitating the flood victims, relieving population pressure in the hills and inducing 
agricultural growth in fertile low land (Kansakar 1985). Under this project the 
                                                 
16 Nepal was under an autocratic family (Rana) rule for more than a ccentury during 1846-1951. This rule 
was overthrown by a popular movement in 1950 and there instated the Democratic polity in the country.  
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government focused on well planned development interventions such as setting up 
agriculture extension services, cooperatives, post offices, health and educational 
institutions, along with road and other infrastructures development to connect new 
settlements with East-West terai and towns and valleys in the hills. The control of malarial 
infestations and subsequent development initiatives encouraged a large-scale migration 
of people from the hills to the low lands in Chitwan district, exceeding the capacity of 
land allocated for pilot resettlement purposes within a short period of time.  
Realising the growing attraction of hill people of resettlement to the terai, in 1964 the 
government decided to establish an autonomous body, Nepal Resettlement Company, for 
the planned settlements in the frontiers. Its first resettlement program was launched in 
Nawalpur, of Nawalparasi district (Kansakar 1985). As a result Nawalpur became one of 
the most attractive destinations for the hill migrants, with an average annual population 
growth rate of 5.3% during the period of 1971-81 (Kansakar 1985). Widespread 
malfeasances, nepotism and favouritism were reported under the Resettlement Projects 
that resulted in the capture of most of the fertile land by relatively powerful dominant-
class people. Generally the high caste Brahmins and Chettris appropriated most of fertile 
lands by using their traditional influence of caste and kinship affiliations with the local 
bureaucratic functionaries (Kansakar 1985; Shrestha & Conway 1985; Müller-Böker 
1993; Guneratne 1998). The vast majority of migrants who failed to get a resettlement 
plot set up spontaneous settlements by encroaching on public lands and forests. It was 
reported that the Nawalpur Resettlement Project formally distributed 77,700 ha of land 
during 1964-74, while 2,37,600 ha of additional lands were occupied by the migrants, 
including the forest fringes and river banks which were the traditional territory of Fishers 
and other indigenous peoples (Kansakar 1985). 
Realising the alarming occurrence of widespread destruction of natural environment due 
to the unplanned settlements of hill migrants in the terai region in general and Chitwan 
valley in particular (which includes the Nawalpur), the government enacted the National 
Park and Wildlife Conservation Act and established the first wildlife protected area of the 
country, Chitwan National Park, in 1973. The national park included the traditional 
territories of the Fisher communities in Nawalpur, particularly the section of River 
Narayani and the forests across the river that they had used for generations. The original 
legislation of protected areas enacted in 1973 placed the national parks and conservation 
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areas in strict protection categories (Heinen & Mehta 2000). The enforcement of these 
regulations therefore became a direct threat to the livelihood of hundreds of communities, 
particularly traditional natural resources-based indigenous groups such as the Fishers 
(Heinen & Mehta 2000; Paudel 2005; Jana 2007).  
Fishers traditionally lived a nomadic life until several decades ago. They moved at will 
along the banks of River Narayani in search of a good possibility of everyday catches of 
fish. They had an egalitarian system of collective life. The older generation people 
frequently recalled that they had a number of small hamlets along the River Narayani, 
within the specific human settlement blocks called Mauja. An elderly person used to be 
the head of their Mauja ; this person was called Chautariya. The Fishers living in 
particular Mauja had to follow the rules, norms and behaviour advised by the Chautariya. 
The Chautariya acted as the representative of the Fishers when they had contact with the 
state agencies. Chautariya ensured equal treatment to all Fisher households, with 
equitable sharing of opportunities and whatever food was available in their community to 
every household.  
In the past, Fishers also ran ferrying services for travellers across the River Narayani as 
there was no road transport in operation until the mid-1970s. Older generation people 
remember that there were at least four ferrying stations – Narayangarh, Sikharaulighat, 
Ghosarghat and Lendaghat – along the Narayani River covering their main settlement 
areas in the district. The Chautariya of respective Mauja were entitled to operate these 
ferrying stations to provide services to local people and other travellers; that kept them 
busy year-round. In exchange for providing the ferry service, Fishers collected paddy 
grains once a year during the harvesting season from local peasant households, which the 
Chautariya divided proportionally among every Fisher household based on their family 
size and food requirements. A respondent in his late fifties from Piprahar elaborated how 
the ferrying business in the past helped Fishers to manage their livelihood: 
We generally collected paddy once in a year during the harvesting season from 
local communities for providing them the ferry services. On top of that, they also 
provided food items such as bread, alcohol, meat, oil during the festival time. 
Chautariya ensured the proportional distribution of the paddy to every Fisher 
household within the location of a particular ferrying station on the basis of family 
size and food requirement. Hence, no one had to remain hungry in the past, though 
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we did not cultivate anything by ourselves. We were self-sufficient. But with the 
establishment of National Park and development of road networks, not only are we 
displaced from our traditional territory and resources but also an important means 
of livelihoods - ferrying businesses - also vanished (FCP1). 
Fishers conducted a traditional fishing, ferrying and gathering-based life until the early 
1980s. The forests nearby their settlements traditionally provided opportunity for 
gathering medicinal herbs, wild fruits, shoots, tubers and green vegetables. The Fisher 
women generally collected different types of wild vegetables, herbs, shoots and tubers 
and exchanged these with grains from the local residents. Some of them, particularly the 
Mushahar women, collected the dropped off and leftover paddy grain (ear) in the 
landlord’s fields following the main paddy harvesting season in the area, which provided 
an additional source of food. Several interviewees romanticised their life in the past as 
enjoyable, self-fulfilling and less complex. One Fisher in his mid-60s, who was also a 
traditional healer in the community, said: 
Life was much simple and joyful in the past. We were free to go anywhere. We would 
cut the trees to make boats. There were abundant fish stocks in the river and we 
would catch a boat full of fish in a night (which is massive). We exchanged fish for 
food grains with local people. We would collect herbs for medicines, wild 
vegetables and firewood from the forests. You can imagine how joyful and self-
fulfilling was our life then? (FCP5). 
Besides fishing and gathering, gold panning at the basin of the River Narayani was also 
a common practice, particularly among the Bote households. The Bote respondents 
recalled that gold panning from the silt of River Narayani formed an important component 
of household income for them in the past. They used traditional home-made equipment 
to filter the gold particles from the sand. They dug and washed the sand for gold 
screening, and micro particles of gold were melted to make a single piece. All these 
processes involved their indigenous knowledge and skills. Generally local merchants 
used to approach them to buy the gold. Almost all members of the family thus remained 
busy most of the day and night in the river in this process. 
Up till recently, Fishers did not have permanent housing. They built temporary huts along 
the river bank using reed and thatch grasses from the forest which they used for taking 
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rest after long hours of ferrying and fishing in the River. They neither held nor cultivated 
their own land, but looked for wage work opportunities in farms of local landlords, 
particularly during the main cropping seasons when there were limited opportunities for 
fishing due to floods in the river. Some families kept a small herd of livestock freely 
foraging in the grasslands of densely forested areas. 
One respondent in his late fifties, from Piprahar, told: 
We did not have permanent settlement nor did we hold land for cultivation then. We 
used to make reed huts along the river bank for taking short rest and for the 
transaction of fish catches and wild vegetables with the villagers. We used to spend 
day and night in the river. We generally held boat, fishing nets and traps as our 
assets then. However, some households sometimes held cattle and sheep, and they 
were let free foraging in the forest and took them together wherever the family 
moved to (FCP1). 
The Fishers never realised in the past that one day they would have to engage in farming 
as their means of livelihood. A Fishers’ rights activist in her late 40s said: 
Our forefathers never felt poverty nor realised the necessity of cultivation. There 
were sufficient fish to catch in the river and they would go freely into the forest to 
collect wild vegetables, shoots and tubers. They would never imagine that their 
children can one day face challenges to the extent what we are facing today 
(FCP15). 
The Fishers were advised by state authorities in the past to hold the cultivable land and 
leave the wanderer life pattern well before the resettlement program of the 1960s. But 
they preferred to continue their traditional way of ferrying, fishing and gathering-based 
livelihoods. Therefore the then rulers legalised their preferences and entitled them with 
ferrying authority in specified maujas and the usufruct fishing rights in the part of 
Narayani River alongside their settlements.  
One of the community leaders from the Laugain village showed an official document 
issued as per the directive of the then King on 17 April 1939 which stated that the Fisher 
communities in Nawalpur were entitled to the section of Narayani River along with their 
settlements for usufruct fishing rights and ferrying services. They were entitled to charge 
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appropriate fees for the ferrying services they provided to travellers. As the statute no 
longer bore legal status in practical terms and their territory came under the jurisdiction 
of Chitwan National Park, he argued that Fishers were not landless people, rather their 
territories had been grabbed by the state. He wondered why the government did not 
recognise its own statute regarding the property rights that were issued for them more 
than 70 years ago. 
Is it not like the land deed certificate issued for other people (he was showing the 
document)? If the land deed certificate of other people issued by the then 
government is valid then why this certificate entitling us the River Narayani is not 
valid? Why we are not compensated in any way while denied from using our 
property (he meant the River Narayani). Why we are not consulted to declare our 
ancestral land and resources as National Park? (FCP20) 
During the late 1970s the government launched a national campaign for land title 
registration, targeting those who had previously failed to register their land and who were 
holding land without proper legal documents. The campaign reached the Fishers’ 
settlements; however, they were again left out and failed to gain any benefit from this 
state intervention. 
A senior Fisher man from Piprahar (FCP1) said that almost all cultivable lands had 
already gone to the hands of new settlers and other traditionally farming communities 
when the land registration camp came to their village. The Fisher community had just 
started to have permanent settlements and had occupied the marginal lands primarily for 
housing along the river banks and in the forest fringe vicinity of the National Park. The 
registration officials were reluctant to issue title deeds for the land close by the National 
Park with the view that it might require expansion later on. Moreover, the Fisher people 
failed to persuade the officials, as they were unable to follow the bureaucratic procedures 
on one hand and the local elites showed antipathy to them on the other. He recalled: 
When the land survey and registration team was in our village the local landlord 
asked us to go for fishing as the officials need fish in their dinner. So we went for 
fishing whole the day. In the meantime, the landlord registered whatever the 
cultivable land occupied by our people in his own name (FCP1). 
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Thus the establishment of Chitwan National Park and the eviction of Fishers from their 
traditional means of livelihood is apparently the main reason for the present crisis. The 
National Park across the river first obstructed the traditional ferry-based thoroughfares. 
The expanding road network and construction of a bridge over the River Narayani in the 
late 1970s displaced them completely from the ferrying business. In later years their 
territory increasingly came under strict state control as the National Park enforced 
restrictions on their mobility and use of resources in the section of the River Narayani and 
the forests they had been using for generations. The state neither recognised and consulted 
nor compensated for the loss of their habitat and livelihood, resulting in further 
marginalisation of these poor communities. Furthermore, the migration of hill people 
induced by the resettlement program and waves of modernisation in the new settlements 
forced Fishers to culturally assimilate with other communities, and their egalitarian 
system of collective life gradually weakened and finally disappeared, making them more 
vulnerable. 
It is therefore, important to understand. Fishers’ perspectives with respect to today’s 
community development interventions within these historical, socio-economic and 
cultural contexts. 
5.4 Fishers in development 
5.4.1 Community aspirations of development 
As discussed in the previous section, Fishers enjoyed a fishing and gathering-based 
wanderer life for generations, but their livelihood contexts have changed significantly 
over the years due to state interventions making them more vulnerable. Therefore, a 
secure livelihood was the topmost priority of development for all respondents. The 
following remarks of a Fisher man typically reflected the community aspirations of 
development: 
We want land, unrestricted fishing opportunities in the River Narayani and access 
to forest for firewood, grasses, wild vegetables and herbs. On top of that, our kids 
get education so that no one would dominate them as the Fisher’s kid… that is all 
we want (FCP3). 
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The Fishers’ community leaders consistently came up with secured livelihoods, 
education, job opportunities, increased representation and voices in governance as their 
priority concerns of development (Box 2). 
BOX 2: Development priorities of the Fishers  
1. Secure fishing rights in the River Narayani for livelihoods along with 
entitled ownership of the land they held 
2. Education for the children  
3. Job opportunities 
4. Meaningful representation and voices in local level resources governing 
institutions such as in Forest Users Committees and Village Development 
Committees  
5. Protection from the floods (disaster) 
Source: Focus Group, May 2015 
The development priorities expressed by the respondents in personal and focus group 
interviews can broadly be discussed under the following sub-headings. 
 5.4.1.1 Secure livelihoods  
Almost all respondents expressed grave concerns over the growing crisis threatening their 
traditional fishing and gathering-based livelihoods, particularly in light of restrictive 
measures imposed by the National Park in their territory. However, the responses 
regarding the means to secure their livelihoods were diverse. Generally the older 
participants insisted they wished to continue fishing- and gathering-based livelihoods, 
while the relatively younger respondents preferred alternative means such as skill-
oriented training and job placement, job opportunities in conservation initiatives and in 
National Park-based hotels and restaurants, subsidies to youths willing to go abroad, and 
support for commercial farming. Even so, protection of the community’s customary 
fishing rights was considered important by most respondents as it was the foundation of 
their culture and community identity. In general the participants agreed that, along with 
usufruct fishing rights, secured land entitlements and promotion of alternative means 
would form the sustainable foundation of their livelihoods.  
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A Fisher in his late fifties (FCP18) said that fishing in the river was a joyous and easy 
venture for him as he would go to the river whenever he required food and it did not cost 
him anything. Lack of education and skills, and inadequate access to productive assets, 
particularly the land, appeared to be the limiting factors for some Fishers to think beyond 
fishing for their livelihoods. Another Fisher said: 
We do not know how to do farming as we never thought about it in the past. Today, 
we do not have enough cultivable land. Whatever we have for the homestead 
purposes lies along the forest fringes of the National Park and we are not legally 
entitled for it. We are neither educated nor have any specific skills to get any other 
jobs. So fishing is the only option for us (FCP12). 
The respondents were well aware of the increasing concerns of government and 
conservation stakeholders regarding environmental protection and conservation of 
endangered species in Chitwan National Park that lead to the firm restrictions on fishing 
and gathering in their traditional territory. However, they largely perceived the 
restrictions as unjust for them, as they were neither consulted nor provided with any 
alternative options when prevented from practicing their traditional means of livelihood. 
A community leader expressed his anguish: 
For them (the government), rhinos, tigers and crocodiles are much more valuable 
than our life. Our land is grabbed to raise the wild animals. But we are neither 
compensated nor do they show any compassion to us for the increasing crisis in our 
livelihoods. How can the human life be less important than the wild animals? 
(FCP9). 
The respondents contended that they were not against the conservation of endangered 
flora and fauna, but felt that the conservation should have a humanitarian approach. They 
said that they needed to fish in the rivers and rivulets, and collect thatch grasses, firewood, 
wild vegetables and medicinal herbs from the forests. They argued that the products they 
were using for everyday living were renewable in nature and never exhausted, so their 
actions never posed any threat to nature and biodiversity. They claimed there was no harm 
simply to catch fish in big rivers such as Narayani using small fishing nets. But the 
conservation authority treated them as if they were the biggest threat to the entire 
ecosystem and they were prevented from fishing in the river. Therefore, they perceived 
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that restoration of their usufruct fishing rights in the River Narayani would not only be 
necessary for their livelihoods but also to protect their dignity. It was apparent that Fishers 
had cultural ties with the river and forest, and even with the wild flora and fauna. 
Therefore, their dependence on the river and forest was not only the means of everyday 
living but also their cultural identity. A respondent said: 
Fishing is not only the traditional means of our livelihoods but is also the source of 
our identity and pride. We worship the river, crocodiles, rhinoceros and the tigers. 
We have sacred places inside the forest, where we go for the prayer of our god. 
(FCP20). 
A few respondents pointed out that the increasing concerns of authorities for 
environmental protection in Chitwan National Park and the resulting restrictions on 
fishing in the River Narayani, along with a depleting fish population in the river, forced 
them to look increasingly for alternative options of livelihoods. Generally the young 
respondents who were educated and engaged in jobs or directly involved in NGOs thought 
that fishing was no longer a sustainable means of livelihood for their community. A Fisher 
youth who was working as community mobiliser in an NGO-supported program said that 
support for securing fishing- and gathering-based livelihoods for Fishers was simply a 
waste of money. He argued it was a backward looking approach and would not help them 
to overcome their poverty. The view of a university graduate in his late thirties who was 
working as project manager for a Fisher community development is typical in this respect:  
I know the majority of our people are extremely poor and have limited options. But, 
it is not possible to live only on fishing any more. Prashashan (the park 
administration) is becoming stricter year after year. We do also have to consider 
nature conservation. How long could we be sustained by the depleting fish 
population in the river? We should find alternative means. We have to begin 
commercial farming. There should not be any excuse in the name of culture and 
tradition; we have to change (FCP26). 
The younger respondents viewed other means of livelihood such as jobs in 
hotels/restaurants, as a driver or mechanic in local cities or towns outside their villages as 
better options. Another attractive option for them was to go abroad, particularly to Gulf 
countries or Malaysia as unskilled labourers. The interviewees reported that there was an 
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increasing trend of youths going out from the villages either abroad or to towns in search 
of alternative employment.  
Besides the rich natural heritage, one of the most fascinating aspects for foreign tourists 
visiting Chitwan National Park is to witness the indigenous cultural practices and ways 
of life, including that of the Fishers. Tourism entrepreneurs have capitalised on the 
cultural diversity of Nawalpur valley to attract thousands of foreign tourists every year. 
However, the respondents said that the Fisher communities had not benefited from this 
industry. One community leader, a school teacher in his late twenties, said: 
The Fishers’ traditional ways of life and cultural practices are vigorously presented 
in arts, and our artefacts are displayed in hotels, but in person we are seriously 
ignored and very few of our people are lucky to get jobs in this sector (FCP25). 
Several respondents expressed accommodating viewpoints. They accepted the fact that it 
was unsuitable to continue fishing and gathering practices given the importance of 
conserving the biological diversity. But they sought appropriate alternative means such 
as gaining jobs as forest guards, guides or boatmen/women in the National Park. 
Similarly, the National Park-based hotels and restaurants could also provide jobs in the 
service and recreation sector. The respondents in general, irrespective of age and 
profession, highlighted their topmost priority as the need to secure legal entitlements to 
land that the poor Fisher households held. The respondents largely perceived that they 
were landless due to the historical process of exploitation, marginalisation and changes 
in the land tenure system that did not recognise their customary resource use pattern and 
traditional territory. So, they saw the secured land rights at least for what they had 
occupied as an important aspect of their livelihood security.  
5.4.1.2 Inclusion, respect and dignity 
The research participants perceived that their exclusion from all spheres of society – 
social, political and economic – was a primary development issue for them. However, the 
reasons they perceived for being excluded were different. Most of the respondents saw 
lack of education and their ignorance as the main reasons for exclusion, while a few 
claimed that they were systematically denied resources and were continuously dominated 
by the elite section of society. Whatever the reasons, almost all respondents agreed that 
they had inadequate representation in political and administrative fronts of society. They 
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highlighted their poor representation in local development decision-making institutions 
and neglect of their voices as one reason for their persistent plight. They argued that their 
inclusion in local social and political institutions would be an important milestone for 
their community development. They perceived that local elites who held power largely 
neglected their concerns. A Fisher woman said: 
We are poor people; we are evicted from our traditional territory; we are living in 
the marginal lands in river banks and suffer from heavy floods every year, but who 
cares about our plights? Neither have we had our representative in political parties, 
nor in the bureaucracy to listen our cries (FCP15). 
The research participants generally identified lack of education as a key limiting factor 
for them to make their voice heard. Several others felt that community solidarity and 
collective action would better resolve this problem. One community leader said that they 
aspired to enhance their community capacity and collective initiatives so as to defend and 
establish their community identity, and they also sought dignified representation in all 
spheres of the social system. He said that when the community was organised, agile and 
vibrant in the past they felt less domination from the elites and also got the chance to 
represent in key positions of some social institutions: 
If we organise and mobilise our community and keep our organisation agile, we 
can definitely draw attention of wider society towards our communities and create 
pressure for inclusion in decision making institutions. For example, one of our 
leaders was nominated by the government as a member of municipal development 
committees for a term in 2007 despite the fact he had no land in the municipality. 
It was simply because our organisation was so vibrant then (FCP1). 
Hence, the Fishers in general perceived that their lack of involvement in key decision 
forums in society put them in a disadvantaged position, but they could overcome this 
through education and enhanced community solidarity and political action.  
5.4.1.3 General aspirations 
A relatively few participants mentioned infrastructure as an important development issue, 
particularly road improvement, small scale irrigation infrastructure support, and enhanced 
ability for the check dams to control floods in their settlement. Most Fishers’ settlements 
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were directly threatened by recurrent flood-related disasters and had muddy roads linking 
their villages, hence the call for improved check dams and roads. Some households had a 
small piece of land, though it was not registered legally, and for them, lack of irrigation 
was the main constraint for farming.  
5.4.2 Development interventions  
In light of the perceived development goals of the Fishers, the research participants were 
asked about their experiences with respect to the community development programs run 
by the government and NGOs in their area over the years. The purposes of this inquiry 
were: first, to discern whether the Fishers were aware of the various community 
development programs targeted for them; second, if they were aware of the programs, 
how well had the perceived development goals of the community and the development 
interventions fitted with each other; and third, how did the community perceive their 
involvement in community development programs and associated outcomes in relation to 
their livelihoods, community solidarity and identity? The interviewees were asked to 
reflect upon the processes of their engagement in development programs and to share the 
perceived outcomes with respect to their empowerment. 
5.4.2.1 Endogenous initiatives 
It was apparent that the Fishers had faced increasing hardship over the years, yet still they 
were managing to survive. They were defending their usufruct fishing rights in the River 
Narayani on the one hand and gradually diversifying and shifting towards alternative 
options on the other. Despite the strict restrictions and stern actions from the National 
Park authorities, the River Narayani and the forest inside the park were still the major 
sources of food and energy for most of the Fishers in Nawalpur. Therefore, they had 
continued their fishing and gathering-related activities in defiance of the security 
personnel, as they did not have any other viable livelihood options immediately available 
for them. A Fisher in his mid-sixties said: 
We do not have any option other than going for fishing and gathering. We do not 
have land to cultivate; neither are we educated or skilful enough to find any job. 
We would be happy if they (the National Park authority) provide us with any viable 
option to manage our livelihoods. But without offering any alternatives, they simply 
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stop us to go for fishing or gathering the wild vegetables. How can we live without 
food? Where can we go if not to the river and the forest? (FCP5). 
The biggest difficulty that the Fishers were experiencing was the continuous threats from 
the security personnel, who bluntly treated them as the main enemy of conservation. The 
researcher’s informal and formal interactions with the Fisher people revealed that the 
Army personnel17 deployed for law enforcement were very harsh on anyone found fishing 
and gathering within the park boundary, and it was one of the biggest issues for the local 
residents. They shared dozens of cases of physical and mental torture, seizure of their 
boats, fishing nets and other belongings, sexual harassment, verbal abuses and arrests. 
One respondent shared an encounter he had had several years beforehand: 
I was caught while I was fishing in the river; they took all my fish catches, torched 
the fishing net and beat me so badly that I got my right hand fractured. I had three 
disabled kids and nothing to eat in my house. My kids were looking my way to the 
river but I came home empty with a fractured hand. We slept hungry several nights 
after that incident (FCP18). 
In the early days the Fishers protested collectively but with informal community initiative 
as and when required. Such actions received little attention from the authorities. The local 
sympathetic elites advised and encouraged the Fishers to register their community 
organisation in the District Administration Office so that their collective efforts would 
find a legal foundation. They registered their community organisation - Majhi, Mushahar, 
Bote Kalyan Sewa Samiti (MMBKSS) in the District Administration Office Nawalparasi 
in March 1995. The same organisation later registered in the Social Welfare Council in 
Kathmandu as a non-government organisation. An MMBKSS executive member said that 
the Fishers’ efforts to unite and build the community organisation in the beginning were 
primarily aimed at defending their fishing and gathering-based livelihoods; however, in 
later years they expanded their agenda to include broader community concerns such as 
compensation for the victims of wildlife attacks, equitable shares in benefits of National 
                                                 
17 The Nepal Army has been entrusted for law enforcement since 1975 in National Parks and Protected 
Areas, including the Chitwan National Park in Nepal. 
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Park revenue, and meaningful participation of marginalised communities in development 
affairs. Another MMBKSS executive recounted: 
We are now collectively committed to mobilise for livelihood security and the 
dignified living of Fisher communities at local level and have built alliances with 
like-minded organisations of the protected area-affected communities across the 
country, particularly to ensure our stakes in conservation and development policies 
and programs (FCP7). 
A focus group interview involving past and current executives of MMBKSS also revealed 
that their organisational focus for community development had expanded and shifted 
remarkably over the years (Table 16) 
TABLE 16: Fishers’ changing priorities of action 
Period Themes/issues/actions 
1992-1995 Community solidarity, collective resistance against the atrocities 
of national park authority, extending mutual support to flood 
victims 
Organisation and registration of the Fishers’ community 
organisation Majhi Mushahar Bote Kalyan Sewa Samiti 
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Period Themes/issues/actions 
1995-2005 Campaigning for:  
uninterrupted fishing and gathering rights,  
 compensations to the wildlife victims  
Adequate share to the benefits of National Park 
Resettlement of the flood victims,  
Protection and promotion of social and cultural traditions 
Promoting children’s education 
Strengthening the organisational capacity of MMBKSS, 
Networking with victims of other protected areas in the country 
Engagement in wider campaigns such as rights to land and 
resources 
Seeking alternative means of livelihoods beyond traditional 
fishing and gathering practices, such as running community fish 
ponds, river-bank farming and skill oriented training to address 
the immediate livelihood crisis 
2005 
onwards 
Developing MMBKSS as professional organisation to carry out 
Fisher community development programs 
Campaigns for local level resources rights, land rights 
Disaster management  
Participation in conservation and benefits sharing 
Good governance, social inclusion, capacity development, 
participation/representation 
Gender issues 
Policy advocacy 
Livelihood support programs 
Quality education rights 
Networking and alliance building 
Source: Focus group interview, June 2015 
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With the formation of MMBKSS, the Fisher communities primarily intensified their 
campaign for usufruct fishing rights in the River Narayani. They eventually succeeded in 
getting the conditional fishing licenses for their community. An ex-chairperson of 
MMBKSS claimed:  
From our continuous struggle, we defended our fishing rights. We are now legally 
allowed to fish in the River Narayani. The National Park now issues us fishing 
licenses, though with some conditions 18(FCP1). 
Almost all respondents in general complained that they were still treated as the major 
threats to the National Park, although the MMBKSS executives claimed the attitude of 
conservation authorities towards the Fisher communities was gradually changing over 
time. The Fishers have continued their resistance to protect their customary rights over 
resources for more than 25 years now. They have somehow maintained their livelihoods 
amidst coping with crises, by diversifying their strategies and by means of both overt and 
covert resistance against the restrictive policies of the National Park over the years.  
5.4.2.2 Public interventions 
It was revealed that the Fisher communities came to a direct interface with state and other 
agencies particularly after Chitwan National Park enforced the strict conservation policies 
that affected their daily subsistence. In the beginning, the communities organised 
themselves to cope with the emerging crisis in their fishing-based livelihoods primarily 
by covert forms of resistances against the law enforcement in their own ways, i.e. they 
continued fishing and gathering while hiding from the security personnel. However, with 
the formal registration of their community organisation (MMBKSS), they managed to 
bring their voices and concerns to wider audiences. After restoration of democratic 
polity19 in the country in 1990 there was an influx of NGOs working with poor and 
                                                 
18 There were several restrictive conditions including:  
 use of small size fishing nets only  
 restrictions on fishing during the breeding season of fish (April-August) 
 restrictions on stay in the river and fishing at night. 
19 Nepal was under the autocratic rule of the Shah kings following the Royal Coup of 1960 that deposed 
the first democratically elected government, banned all political parties and abolished democratic political 
system that was instated by popular movement just ten years before in 1950 by overthrowing the Autocratic 
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disadvantaged groups. As a result several NGOs were attracted to support the Fishers’ 
cause. The government also launched a participatory conservation and development 
program around the protected areas, specifically targeting the National Park-affected 
communities. Fishers were mostly aware of the NGOs working in their areas. A small 
number of participants also knew about the development programs of the Village 
Development Committee (VDC). Similarly, the respondents were well aware of the 
existence of an integrated conservation and development initiative – the Buffer Zone 
Development Program (BZDP) - implemented by Chitwan National Park. Notably, only 
a few respondents were aware of the programs run by different state agencies such as 
agricultural and livestock development, forest and cooperative offices. 
As most respondents were familiar and concerned with the programs of the different 
NGOs and BZDP, the focus groups and personal interviews were confined to sharing their 
experiences specifically with respect to the programs of these agencies. Following is a 
brief introduction about BZDP and the nature of the community development programs 
run by NGOs, and a discussion regarding community perception of their engagement in, 
and outcomes of, these development programs. 
Buffer Zone Development Program 
The buffer zone program is a relatively new integrated development approach towards 
protecting areas of ecological importance while simultaneously addressing the socio-
economic development needs of people living around protected areas. To address 
growing conflict between the park authorities and natural resources-based local 
communities, the Government of Nepal made several amendments to the original 
conservation laws and gradually incorporated the principles of participatory conservation  
and development (Heinen & Mehta 2000). The Buffer Zone Development Program 
(BZDP) was one of such initiatives that came into effect in the mid-1990s.  
In 1993 an amendment to the National Parks and Wildlife Conservation Act authorised 
the Department of National Parks and Wildlife Conservation to establish buffer zones 
around the National Park and protected areas, allowing local people use of the resources 
                                                 
Rana Rule of more than a century. The Second Popular movement forced the Shah King to restore the 
multi-party democratic polity in 1990. 
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therein for their everyday needs. Following this amendment, Buffer Zone Management 
Regulations 1996 and Buffer Zone Management Guidelines 1999 were formulated. One 
of the remarkable provisions in these legislations includes ploughing back 30-50% of the 
total park revenues for the socio-economic development of the buffer zone communities 
and for promoting local participation in conservation programs through Buffer Zone 
Management Council (BZMC). The chairperson and the executive members of BZMC 
are the elected representatives from the Buffer Zone Users Committees (BZUCs). The 
National Park Warden divides the entire buffer zone area into different sections based on 
geography, resources, administrative boundary and settlement patterns. User Committees 
(UCs) operate in each section of the Buffer Zone. All households within a section are 
organised into Buffer Zone User Groups (UGs). At least 25 households can form a UG. 
From every UG within a section, two representatives – one male and one female – elect 
the executive members of their UCs. The executive members thus elected select their 
chairperson, secretary and treasurer. The president of each UC becomes an executive 
member of BZMC, and members vote to elect their chairperson. The Chief Warden of the 
National Park works as Member Secretary of the BZMC.  
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The organisational structure of the BZMC is depicted in Figure 7.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FIGURE 7: Organisational structure of the Buffer Zone Management Council  
Source: Chitwan National Park (2015) 
The Buffer Zone Management Council (BZMC) and Buffer Zone User Committees 
(BZUCs) are important community institutions in terms of governing the community 
development and conservation initiatives under this program. As per BZMC regulations 
and guidelines, BZUCs submit the integrated development and conservation programs 
according to their community needs, and the BZMC sanctions the annual programs for 
implementation. Table 17 outlines the BZMC-specified areas of investment of the park 
revenues to be ploughed back to the buffer zone communities through the BZUCs. 
TABLE 17: Areas of revenue investment for buffer zone community development 
Conservation programs  30% 
Community development (infrastructure) 30% 
Income generating and skill development programs 20% 
Conservation education program 10% 
Administrative cost 10% 
Source: Ministry of Forest and Soil Conservation (1999) 
Buffer Zone Management 
Council 
Buffer Zone 
Users’ Committee 
Buffer Zone 
Users’ Committee 
Users’ Group Users’ Group Users’ Group Users’ Group 
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Chitwan National Park has been implementing this program since 1996 with the twin 
objectives of improving livelihoods of local people adjacent to the park through 
distribution of benefits of the environmental services, and involving them in conservation 
decisions (Chitwan National Park 2015). The program covers a total population of 
260,352 from 45,933 households scattered in 31 different Village Development 
Committees/Municipalities of Chitwan, Nawalparasi and Makwanpur Districts (Chitwan 
National Park 2015). The entire buffer zone area of Chitwan National Park is 750 square 
kilometres, which is divided into 21 different sections. Accordingly there are 21 BZUCs 
and 1781 Users Groups (Chitwan National Park 2015). Eight BZUCs are located on the 
Nawalpur side that includes the study villages.  
As one of the most popular tourist destinations of the country, Chitwan National Park 
generates substantial revenue per year and hence provides resources for community 
development through the Buffer Zone Development Program. In the year 2014 it allocated 
100 million Nepalese rupees for integrated development and conservation programs 
(Chitwan National Park 2015). 
5.4.2.3 NGOs and their interventions 
Fisher community leaders explained that they first came into contact with development 
NGOs during the early 1990s, soon after the community had organised against the 
growing atrocities of National Park authorities and in defence of their fishing rights in the 
River Narayani. At least 15 NGOs20 had since worked with them during the past 25 years. 
At the same time, their own community organisation (MMBKSS) also directly mobilised 
resources from different funding agencies for community development. Interviews with 
MMBKSS executives revealed that the NGO programs can broadly be divided into two 
different types: the first focusing on ‘soft’ aspects of development such as promoting the 
rights and dignity of the community through awareness raising, community organising 
and mobilising, and providing training for skills development; and the second helping 
                                                 
20 Oxfam, Action Aid, Care International, Heifer International, World Wildlife Fund (WWF), CARITAS 
are some of the iinternational NGOs that have worked or are working with Fishers for more than two 
decades now. As well as these, Community Development Organisation (CDO), Nari Vikas Sangh, Vijay 
Development Resource Centre,  SAHAMATI, Himalayan Community Development Forum, and Change 
Nepal were reported to be some of the other NGOs working with them during the same period. 
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more on the structural aspects of development such as building check dams for flood 
control, providing tube wells and roar pumps for drinking water, and small scale 
irrigation.  
A community leader in his late fifties from Gairi Pithauli recalled that in 1993 an NGO 
approached them for the first time to run a children’s education support program. At the 
time the Fishers were in confrontation with the law enforcement authority of the National 
Park in defence of their livelihoods. Once they heard about the conflict, the NGO 
executives diverted the program focus from education support to assisting the Fishers’ 
resistance campaign to protect their fishing rights in the River Narayani. An executive of 
the NGO, who had engaged with the communities directly or indirectly for more than 10 
years, recalled: 
We were probably the first agency to approach Fishers with a program for 
supporting the education of their children. As soon as we entered their settlements 
we realised that the community was in a serious livelihood crisis due to restrictions 
on their customary fishing rights in the River Narayani. People were coping hard 
their everyday living amidst the growing atrocities of National Park security 
guards. Without addressing their immediate livelihoods crisis, it was not 
worthwhile to work on education. Therefore, in consultation with the funding 
partner we soon diverted our program focus from education to community 
organising and mobilising (FDD1).  
The same NGO worked continuously with the Fishers communities for more than 10 
years and helped institutionalise the community organisation Majhi, Mushahar Bote 
Kalyan Sewa Samiti (MMBKSS) as a professional community organisation. Now, 
MMBKSS itself is working as a professional development organisation. During my field 
work, MMBKSS was directly mobilising around an annual budget of about 10 million 
(Nepalese rupees) exclusively for the development of Fisher communities in Nawalpur. 
The program had been in operation since 2005. 
According to one of the executives of MMBKSS, they were mobilising this fund on the 
following key areas of their community interests for development: 
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a. Local rights program that included: 
o Rights to productive resources including access to productive land, forests and 
fishing rights 
o Good governance that covered the issues of inclusion in local level resources 
governing bodies including the Buffer Zone Users Committees, effective 
services and policy advocacy 
o Women’s rights 
o Rights to quality education  
b. Disaster management program  
An Asian Development Bank-supported project aimed at mainstreaming the highly 
marginalised indigenous groups was also underway with two Fishers groups – Bote and 
Majhi. This program was focusing on economic empowerment of poor marginalised 
groups through the exploration and promotion of alternative means of livelihood such as 
poultry keeping, river basin farming and vegetable farming in rented lands. 
5.4.3 Participatory practices and processes in development 
Nearly all respondents reported that they became aware about the community 
development programs of NGOs and public agencies particularly after the 1990s. The 
general view was that some of those engagements were encouraging and meaningful, but 
most were simply tokenistic. Many respondents enthusiastically shared their positive 
experience working with one NGO (named as NGX) that worked with them for about 10 
years from early 1995 to 2005. In 1994 the NGX introduced an education support program 
for Fishers children in two settlements of Nawalpur. According to one ex-president of 
MMBKSS, the entire Fisher community was in extreme crisis at the time as the National 
Park authorities strictly prohibited them from fishing, and they were involved in 
collective protests to defend their fishing rights. In such a difficult time, NGX was the 
first agency to approach them, though with a different and less critical program. The 
community was not overly excited about them in the beginning.  
Once NGX introduced its program, gradually Fisher community leaders came into contact 
with staff and executives and shared their problems. The young professionals associated 
with NGX soon realised that the livelihood crisis was the real problem of the Fisher 
community, and diverted the program focus from education to community organisation 
and sensitisation to defend their customary rights to resources. 
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The respondents said that they were sceptical about the NGX for some time despite the 
changed program focus. The NGX had a unique approach to reach the people at grassroots 
level. The program executives and the staff always stayed in close contact with the 
community, involving themselves in everyday interactions. For this purpose they moved 
their office from Kathmandu to Nawalpur. This helped the community to gain confidence 
in them. A community leader from Shergunj recalled: 
Sirs (NGX executives) used to come to our home and stayed with us for days. They 
moved their office from Kathmandu to Kawaswoti (nearby town in Nawalpur). 
When they visited us, they ate whatever was prepared in our home. They drank 
‘raksi’ (home-made alcohol) and smoked ‘ganja’ (marijuana) with us. They danced 
with us and slept in gundri (mat prepared from paddy straw) in our hut. They went 
for fishing and stayed several nights in the river with us. (FCP15) 
The respondents generally perceived that their engagement with the NGX was exciting, 
and the entire community was encouraged. The staff showed empathy to their cause and 
mobilised them through the process of conscientisation and action. With this support the 
community organised several successful protest campaigns with the clear goal of 
defending their fishing rights in River Narayani. This not only helped build a strong 
foundation of community solidarity, but also improved the community’s sense of identity 
and confidence. An activist in his late fifties from Gairi, Pithauli, who was directly 
engaged with the programs of the NGX from the beginning, remarked:  
They (the staff of NGX) never provided us with any direct funds or any other 
hardware supports; they just provided training for us and opened up the eyes of our 
people. They encouraged us to organise and helped us to identify and raise our 
issues. Most importantly they always stood with us in our struggles, encouraged 
and guided us in every step but never dictated to us (FCP2). 
A respondent from Shergunj who was actively involved in activities supported by the 
NGX said that she always enjoyed working with them: 
There were of other NGOs who worked with the Fishers; only the NGX was 
successful in mobilising the entire Fisher community (FCP23). 
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A then executive of the NGX (FDP2) said that it was the devotion of the NGX staff and 
executives to the cause of Fisher peoples that helped them to gain the confidence of the 
community, which enabled them to help organise and mobilise the entire community 
without spending a significant amount of money. According to him, NGX had less than 
half a million Nepalese rupees annual budget to work with the Fishers’ community back 
then, which is a negligible amount when compared with the 10 million-plus rupees 
MMBKSS uses for the same campaign today. He thought that their approach of staying 
in close contact with the community and understanding the community dynamics, as well 
as realising their real needs, was instrumental for their achievements. 
With the support of NGX, the MMBKSS gradually established as a vibrant community 
organisation of the Fishers, and several other NGOs approached them to work together 
for their community development. However, unlike NGX, which was primarily focused 
on community sensitisation and organisation building of Fisher communities, the other 
NGOs generally had both a hardware and software focus, such as technical training for 
farming and other income generating opportunities, support for operating saving and 
credit schemes, helping to prevent flooding in the Fisher settlements, support for disaster 
victims in housing, and constructing school buildings. 
Community perception of the support provided by these other NGOs was varied; some 
viewed them as important for supporting the community in crisis, while others expressed 
dissatisfaction over the motives and roles of the supporting organisations. The community 
leaders specifically shared bitter experiences of working with one NGO (pseudo-named 
NGY) that proved to be divisive to their community solidarity and fuelled mistrust among 
community leaders. In 2004 the NGY introduced a community development program to 
the Fisher settlements in Nawalpur without prior consultation with the communities. The 
community leaders questioned the approach of the NGY for not involving them in 
advance. As the program was already sanctioned by outside authorities, the NGY offered 
a partnership proposal with MMBKSS to implement the program, which was reluctantly 
accepted. However, they soon realised that the NGY treated them merely as the 
development beneficiary; they did not communicate properly about their programs and 
financial allocations. MMBKSS demanded to be treated as the partner organisation with 
full stakes in financial and program undertakings, but the NGY was not ready to do so. 
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One of the past presidents of MMBKSS recalled that the director of NGY demoralised 
them in a meeting, stating that they were not capable of handling financial matters; rather 
they would do better to focus on whatever was offered for them. After this meeting the 
MMBKSS decided to extract itself from the NGY’s initiatives. The NGY influenced 
some of the community leaders and formed another Fishers’ organisation – Majhi Utthan 
Kendra – to continue their program. This move proved to be divisive to the community 
as some of the active members of MMBKSS were attracted to the new organisation. A 
former chairperson of MMBKSS recalled: 
The NGY divided our unity for some time. But our foundation was not so weak. We 
managed to save the organisation despite the fact that we lost some of our active 
members. We opposed the move to divide our organisation by writing a formal 
letter to the funding partner of the NGY. In fact, the NGY was only concerned with 
spending the donor money any old way in the name of Fisher communities. 
Therefore, they created a new organisation. With the completion of their project 
period, they vanished and the Utthan Kendra also became defunct (FCP1). 
As mentioned earlier, besides the NGX and NGY, several other NGOs had either worked 
or were working with the Fisher communities, but the respondents generally treated the 
programs of these agencies as perfunctory, having no significant impact on their 
livelihoods. These NGOs generally introduced the short-term projects without consulting 
the communities in advance. They had standard packages of intervention such as technical 
training of different kinds for skill improvement of the target communities, or certain 
structural supports like providing small scale irrigation infrastructure, or improved seeds 
or breeds of livestock that often poorly matched the wider community interests. A 
community leaders from Piprahar Village said:  
They (the NGOs) bring programs according to their priority and never consult us 
beforehand. As a result the programs rarely fit in our conditions. For example, last 
week I attended a training of an NGO on the mushroom growing. They advised us 
to grow mushrooms in a room inside the house. You can see our houses and the 
farm yard. We are living in such a small reed-hut that it is not even enough to live 
for our family. Where can we grow mushrooms inside our house? Is not it just a 
joke on us? (FCP17). 
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A Fisher rights activist (FCP12) told how he had recently attended a training program of 
an NGO on gender issues. In day-long training they were sensitised and asked to make 
joint entitlement of land ownership between the husband and wife.21 He wondered: 
We do not legally hold any land, how can we make a joint ownership certificate? 
We wonder whether they know our situation at all before designing such a program 
for us. If we would have land, we would make it in our wives’ name, forget about 
the joint ownership (FCP20). 
In later years the MMBKSS itself was working as an NGO with the Fisher communities, 
mobilising more than 10 million Nepalese rupees annually (which is a significant amount 
for a grassroots organisation). However, the respondents expressed mixed views 
regarding the activities and achievements of their own organisation. Those who were 
directly involved in program execution said that the organisation was making substantial 
progress in addressing peoples aspirations, while general respondents and community 
leaders who were not currently in key positions of the organisation differed in their 
viewpoints. 
Relatively older respondents who were involved in activism in the past but were 
comparatively inactive in later years expressed dissatisfaction. For them the organisation 
was now becoming more complex, with limited space for discussion and interaction. They 
argued that MMBKSS had moved away from its legacy of widely participatory social and 
political activism, and had gradually transformed as a professional entity handling the 
donor-led programs. Therefore, except for a few educated youths, most people were 
denied involvement in activism of wider interest. They viewed the current initiatives of 
MMBKSS as primarily aimed at diverting the community from claims to the resources 
and identity politics, and unhelpful to achieve community aspirations. One of the former 
chairpersons of MMBKSS expressed his dissatisfaction: 
We laid down the foundation of this organisation and we struggled hard to secure 
our traditional means of livelihoods. We achieved this goal to some extent. Our 
                                                 
21 In Nepal, generally the land entitlement/ownership remains with the household head-male. According 
to the latest statistics, nearly 10% of women legally hold land ownership in the entire country. So, making 
a joint ownership of land (between husband and wife) is a crucial gender issue in development. 
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struggle established our identity. As a result, the donors poured the money in our 
organisation for community development. For this, they required educated 
professionals who would prepare good reports for them. So, we are ignored now. 
We would know better the communities’ issues and strategies to tackle them than 
these young lads but we do not know how to operate the laptops and computers. 
Therefore the young guys became all in all and we are excluded (FCP1). 
The younger respondents and program executives of MMBKSS were satisfied with the 
ongoing initiatives of the organisation. The respondents equipped with formal education 
who were currently leading the organisation had a different orientation than that of the 
previous generation. They did not question directly the original purpose of MMBKSS 
that struggled to secure the traditional fishing and forest-based means of livelihoods, but 
clearly showed their interest towards modern means of sustenance which would be less 
conflicting, more remunerative and less arduous, requiring different sets of skills and 
capacity. So the organisational focus would also be different than that of the original one. 
They viewed that the organisation was rightly focusing on promotion of alternative means 
of livelihoods among the Fisher communities on the one hand, and also advocating for 
the usufruct fishing rights in the River Narayani on the other. They agreed and 
professionally defended the gradual changes in the priorities of the organisation. One of 
the current executives of MMBKSS said:  
We have not totally abandoned our core issues, i.e. the fishing rights in the River 
Narayani, as the older generation people still wish to continue it. However, we have 
to be forward looking. We cannot always stick on our tradition. We gradually have 
to adopt new means of livelihoods (FCP7) 
The respondents who were not happy with the growing professionalisation of MMBKSS 
from its original nature of grassroots activism, viewed that the organisation had gradually 
lost its transformative potential due to growing divides among the community people, 
namely educated versus uneducated, and those employed in the organisation versus those 
who were not. This had seriously jeopardised community solidarity. A Gairi Pitahuli 
community leader in his late fifties succinctly expressed how the organisation was losing 
its confidence among the Fisher peoples: 
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In the past we did not have any support from external agencies, nor had any 
projects. But, when we required 10 people for a particular campaign, more than 
100 people used to gather voluntarily, ready to go in their own costs. Now, we have 
multimillion projects, but the situation is just the reverse. If we invite 100 people 
hardly 10 would appear. They also demand direct financial benefits for their 
involvement (FCP2). 
As the staff members and executives of the organisation were paid from the projects, the 
community people also sought financial incentive for their involvement in project 
initiatives. However, the projects do not provide any direct incentive for people 
participating in occasional events such as in protest campaigns. Unlike its original 
foundation as a resistance-based grassroots organisation, MMBKSS was gradually 
transforming towards a standard local NGO with a well set-up office, periodic projects 
and educated staff members. This limited the scope of wider discussion and interaction 
among the people confronting their daily subsistence. A community leader in his early 
thirties expressed his dissatisfaction:  
Ten years back, we did not have any funds, (we had just a few thousands rupees 
annual budget), but our collective efforts gained significant achievements such as 
we received fishing licenses. Now our organisation mobilises more than a crore (10 
million rupees) in a year but we are facing strict regulations and conditions on 
fishing licenses, if not other any achievements (FCP4). 
During the interviews and in focus groups the respondents frequently mentioned about 
the Buffer Zone Development Programs (BZDP) of the Chitwan National Park. However, 
they reported that none of the members of Fisher communities had been elected in key 
positions of Buffer Zone Users Committees so far. The respondents argued that the Buffer 
Zone Management Council, being the authority to mobilise community development 
funds, had been a key platform for local elites to exercise their power. Generally the 
political elites belonging to high caste/class groups held the key positions, particularly 
the chairpersons of Users Committees (UCs) at a local level. The chairperson of each UC 
becomes a member of the Buffer Zone Management Council, whose members then elect 
their chairperson. Therefore, the position of chairperson of the Buffer Zone Users 
Committee is of vital interest for the elites. The Fishers were, however, represented as 
executive members in several UCs in their settlements. Out of eight Buffer Zone Users 
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Committees (BZUCs) in Nawalpur, four committees each had one female member from 
Fisher communities in 2015.22 
In a focus group the respondents agreed that the BZUCs provided an important local 
platform to discuss their livelihood concerns and bargain for resources for the 
development of their community. However, due to the minority voices their demands 
were often ignored in meetings. A female respondent (FCP15), who had previously 
worked as a member of one of the BFUCs for one term, reported that being an illiterate 
woman from a poor and marginalised group, she experienced language difficulties in 
conveying the message and convincing the executives with respect to their issues. Despite 
this, she succeeded in bargaining for a small allocation of funds to construct community 
fish ponds for a Fisher group and also to improve the conditions of the road linking their 
village. 
The Buffer Zone Development Program did not consult with the community in advance 
while designing programs for them. For example, the Fishers in Shergunj were recently 
asked to set up a community homestay business to tap into the opportunities provided by 
the increasing flow of tourists in the area. For this purpose the Buffer Zone Development 
Program, in association with some other conservation NGOs, had proposed to provide 
partial financial support to the households for initiating this business. But the Fisher 
households did not take to this program, partly due to their lack of confidence in the 
business and partly due to lack of financial capacity of the individual households to bear 
the rest of the costs. The proposed scheme was diverted to Tharus – another indigenous 
community residing along with Fishers in the village. 
The Fishers’ participation in BZUCs was, if anything, just symbolic for them, as they had 
no say on their issues of interest in the meetings. According to them, the BZUCs were 
bound to follow the strict rules and regulations formulated at the top by the protected 
areas authorities who were concerned more about conservation than local livelihoods. For 
example, in the past, the National Park Forest used to be opened up for the local people 
for 15 days in a year to collect firewood and thatch grasses. But for the past few years it 
had been reduced to just one day for firewood and three days for the thatch grass 
                                                 
22 Shishwar BZUC, Lamichour BZUC, Nanda Bhauju BZUC and Gosai Baba BZUC had one female 
member each from the Fisher community. 
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collection, without any consultation with the local people. This change had negatively 
impacted on the livelihoods of poorer households. They raised this issue in BZUCs 
through their representatives, but were ignored.  
5.5 Perceived implications of engagement in development  
The respondents shared diverse perspectives on the implications of their engagement in 
various development programs, ranging from no effective change perceived, to formative, 
to a perception that NGOs and other development programs were actually destructive to 
their community goals. Most respondents were frustrated and cynical about the processes 
and outcomes of most of the development interventions. The opinion of a young Fisher 
man largely represents the majority views of this group: 
There is a number of agencies who claim they are working for us, but I think they 
are working for themselves. If the money spent in the name of our developments in 
the last 25 years was distributed to us, it would be enough to prepare a ‘money bed’ 
to sleep for everyone. But, you can see our situation, we have to go bed hungry 
several nights; we are unable to send our kids to schools. We neither have land nor 
have any sustainable option of livelihoods. They (the development NGOs and other 
agencies) are simply trading our poverty (FCP17). 
Most of the respondents said these interventions contributed little to the community goals 
of secure livelihood and dignified living. Rather, they viewed the community 
development interventions simply as tools to divert them from their core demand of 
defending their usufruct rights of fishing in the River Narayani. The interviewees 
generally perceived that all actors persuaded them to abandon their traditional livelihood 
base of fishing and gathering. A community leader echoed: 
They (the development agencies) all aim to persuade our peoples not to go for 
fishing in the River Narayani and collect wild vegetables and firewood from the 
forest. It would be justified if they were offering any viable alternative options of 
livelihoods for us. But, without any such measures they simply intend to stop us 
from fishing and gathering. They never ask us about the programs that best suit us, 
nor listen to our voices (FCP5). 
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In most of the interventions the respondents suspected a conspiracy to dilute their agenda 
of rights to resources. They argued that the executives of Buffer Zone Users Committees 
(BZUCs), National Park authorities, development actors and political elites all had a 
common interest for them to stop fishing in the River Narayani and collecting firewood 
and wild vegetables from the National Park forest. A female activist wondered:  
Why does everybody want us to divert from enjoying our customary practices? We 
have not asked them to favour us in jobs or demanded pensions, nor have we asked 
any other opportunities for us. We just want to live with fishing in the river. Still, 
they are not tolerating us. All of them (the BZUCs, development actors, local elites 
and political leaders) look like acting as brokers of the prashashan (the park 
administration) (FCP34). 
An executive member of MMBKSS (FCP3) enthusiastically reported that the Fisher 
communities in Argyouli, Kawaswoti and Pithauli VDCs received financial support from 
the Buffer Zone Program for the construction of community fish ponds in public lands so 
as to reduce the hardships of the households caused by restrictions on fishing in the 
Narayani River. However, it was apparently not a good intervention for the targeted 
beneficiaries as none of the fish ponds were observed to be managed well. When the 
beneficiary participants in a focus group discussion were asked about the management of 
the community fish ponds and their contribution to their livelihoods, the respondents said 
that they were facing challenges in managing the ponds. Firstly they pointed to a technical 
issue. They had enjoyed the wild fish catches from the River Narayani for generations; 
therefore, everyday feeding and care of fish in a pond was a strange practice for them. 
Regular costs associated with the feed and management of fingerlings were also 
problematic for them. A Fisher in his sixties said: 
We know how to catch fish in the river. We used to get fish naturally from the river 
without any hassle as per our will. But here (in ponds), we need to feed the fish 
every day, repair and maintain the ponds. You need to contact the hatcheries for 
fingerlings. All these tasks are not only boring and complex for us, but also involve 
costs. How can we manage all these tasks well? (FCP12). 
The community fish ponds appeared to be a symbolic initiative to divert the traditionally 
wanderer communities towards farming practices. The output of these fish ponds would 
148 
not be sufficient to manage the everyday needs of the households involved. This issue 
was also cited by focus group participants as a demotivating factor in their active and 
efficient engagement in managing the ponds.  
A small number of respondents said that they had benefited from the Buffer Zone 
Development Program (BZDP) and community development programs of NGOs, 
particularly through provisioning of tube wells for drinking water supply, support to the 
school for their children, road improvements and support for skills development of youths 
such as driving, plumbing, house wiring and mechanical works. They generally argued 
that they were ignored in the past, but several agencies were now working with them and 
they had benefited from the interventions. They were optimistic about the gradual changes 
of their status due to these interventions. More importantly, they felt it was always better 
to get something rather than nothing. A female leader said: 
The NGOs provide training and seeds to us, some give poultry or goats. They help 
us to set up saving groups. Some NGOs help us to make latrines at home that help 
to keep village surroundings clean. At least something good is happening in our 
poor communities too in later years. So development is doing well in our community 
(FCP22). 
In some settlements the Fishers had received support from BZDP to construct 
embankments to protect them from flooding. In some other places they received input 
and technical support for income generating activities such as mushroom growing and 
vegetable farming. A very few respondents were indifferent regarding the implications of 
their engagement in development programs – they were neither enthusiastic nor 
frustrated. They accepted whatever situation they were facing simply as their natural fate. 
5.6 Chapter summary 
This chapter presented a detailed account of the socio-economic, cultural and livelihood 
contexts of Fishers in Nawalpur, and provided a brief historical overview of state 
interventions that displaced them from their traditional territory and resources. 
Traditionally wanderer fishing and gathering peoples, Fishers have their own unique 
socio-economic and cultural contexts and customary practices heavily dependent on 
natural resources, particularly the River Narayani and nearby forests. The establishment 
of the National Park in their traditional territory not only undermined their customary 
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practices and cultural values but also displaced them from their fundamental means of 
livelihood: fishing, ferrying and gathering. The respondents revealed that immediate 
threats to the livelihoods of Fishers triggered collective action so that they autonomously 
protested restrictions to fishing and gathering imposed by National Park legislation. 
However, once their endogenous initiatives attracted the support of development NGOs 
and they collaborated with them, the voluntary spirit of the peoples for collective political 
action to defend their customary rights weakened.  
Initial development support provided by NGOs primarily helped Fishers to better 
institutionalise and professionalise their community organisation Majhi, Mushahar, Bote 
Kalyan Sewa Samiti (MMBKSS). Within 10 years of its establishment, MMBKSS 
emerged as a capable grassroots organisation. It secured resources for community 
development, primarily from different national and international NGOs, and to a lesser 
extent from government agencies. MMBKSS succeeded in establishing the Fishers’ 
struggles of customary rights to resources among wider stakeholders including political 
actors. However, collaboration of Fishers with development NGOs for their cause also 
resulted in several unintended consequences. The project-based funding of NGOs 
undermined the need for sustained campaigns required for livelihood security and dignity 
of the marginalised community. Furthermore, collaboration with development NGOs for 
resources created dependency among Fishers on development aid. They became 
increasingly dependent upon development aid even to organise their own annual 
conferences. The professional organisational procedures provided opportunities for 
educated elites to capture most of power, positions and resources within MMBKSS, and 
sidelined organic leadership of the campaigns. 
Fisher women were particularly left out of the collective struggles in later years as most 
of the collective action was led by educated male young leaders associated with the 
development projects of NGOs.  Moreover, women respondents overwhelmingly felt that 
MMBKSS was gradually diverting its focus from secured fishing and foraging rights for 
the fishers towards farm-based enterprise. 
This in effect caused the loss of the popular base of grassroots activism of MMBKSS, 
leading to co-optation of their transformative agenda increasingly with the service 
delivery mode of development interventions. 
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CHAPTER 6: CASE STUDY THREE: CHEPANGS 
6.1 Background to the study community 
Chepangs (also called Praja) are one of the poorest and most disadvantaged indigenous 
rural peoples of Nepal. ‘Indigenousness’ is a contested concept in development literature. 
The National Foundation for Development of Indigenous Nationalities Act- 2058 defined 
indigenous peoples as having a distinct cultural identity and tradition, their own mother 
tongue, a distinct social structure, and their own oral or written history. Going by this 
definition, Nepalese indigenous peoples have a distinct egalitarian socio-cultural pattern 
quite different from the dominant caste-based, hierarchical socio-cultural and religious 
practices prevalent in Hindu society. The Act lists 59 out of the 125 officially recognised 
caste or ethnic groups in Nepal as indigenous23. 
Nepalese indigenous communities are considered to have been systematically 
marginalised from the socio-economic, cultural, administrative and political mainstream 
of the country for most of its history due to oppressive socio-cultural practices and 
predatory state policies (Bhattachan 2005). It is agreed that the exclusionary policies and 
socio-cultural and historical processes generally impacted negatively on the overall 
development of indigenous communities; however, there were different implications for 
different communities. The Nepalese Federation of Indigenous Nationalities (NEFIN), an 
umbrella organisation of the indigenous peoples, has divided indigenous communities 
into five different categories: endangered, highly marginalised, marginalised, 
disadvantaged and advanced, based on composite indices including population size, land 
holdings, occupation, educational status, language and cultural parameters (Piya et al. 
2011).  
Chepang is categorised as one of the highly marginalised indigenous communities and its 
members comprise 0.26% of the total 26.5 million population of Nepal (CBS 2014). 
Chepangs have a historical territory located between the Kathmandu valley in the east 
and Narayani River in the west at the southern steeper slopes of Mahabharata mountain 
range in an average elevation range of 2500-4000 feet above sea level (Bista 1967). In 
                                                 
23 See the National Foundation for Development of Indigenous Nationalities Act – 2058 (2002) for detail. 
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terms of administrative division, the Chepang territory falls into four districts of Central 
Southern Nepal: Chitwan, Makawanur, Dhading and Gorkha. It is believed that Chepangs 
have been living in this area since time immemorial (Gurung 1990).  
The 2011 Census registered a total of 68,399 people who identify as Chepangs. Most 
reside in the Chitwan district (42.38%), followed by Makwanpur (28.11%), Dhading 
(21.18%) and Gorkha (5%)24 scattered across the ridges of mountains and river basins. 
These four districts accommodate more than 96% of the total Chepang population (CBS 
2014). Although the Chepangs’ territory is located within 100 kilometres of the capital 
city of Kathamndu and is surrounded by major highways of the country25, most 
settlements are isolated and sparse in remote contours, untouched by the roads.  
6.2 Study locations 
This research was done in two adjoining Village Development Committees (VDCs) of 
Chitwan District – Shaktikhor and Siddhi – which are located in the north-eastern corner 
of the district. As mentioned in previous sections, most of the Chepang population 
(42.38%) resides in Chitwan district. They are mainly scattered in Shaktikhor, Siddhi, 
Kaule, Korak, Piple, Lothar, Kabilas, Dahakhani and Darechwok VDCs of the district. 
After consultation with the District Chepang Association of Chitwan, it appeared that 
Shaktikhor and Siddhi VDCs would best represent the situations of the Chepang 
communities for the study purposes. 
Shaktikhor 
Shaktikhor is located about 30 kilometres northeast of the district headquarters at 
Bharatpur. The VDC is connected with the East-West Highway, towns and the district 
headquarters by an all-season road that reaches up to the foothills where the VDC office, 
                                                 
24 Data source is CBS (2014), the percentage distribution in districts was calculated by the author. In 2011 
Census, the population size of Chepangs in Chitwan, Makwanpur, Dhading and Gorkha was 28,989, 
19,233, 14,492 and 3,454 respectively. 
25  Traditional Chepang territory is located nearly 100km west of Kathmandu valley. It is surrounded by 
major highways linking the capital city to the rest of the country: East-West Highway in the south, Prithvi 
Highway in the north, Tribhuuvan Highway in the east and Madan-Ashrit Highway in the west.  
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a high school, health post, and small market (Shaktikhor Bazaar) are located. To most of 
the Chepang settlements in the VDC, however, one has to follow steep foot trails of up to 
four or five hours climbing uphill from the Shaktikhor bazaar. The elevation of 
Shaktikhor VDC varies from 275-1400 metres above sea level and the Chepang 
settlements are mostly scattered in an average elevation of 800-1400 metres above sea 
level (Maharjan et al. 2011). With a total population of 9,418, Shaktikhor is home for 
more than 20 different caste and ethnic groups (CBS 2014). Chepangs constitute the 
largest ethnic communities of the VDC, comprising nearly 37% of the total population 
(Table 18).  
TABLE 18: Caste and ethnic composition in Shaktikhor VDC 
Caste/ethnic groups Total 
Population 
Male Female 
Caste groups    
High-caste Hindus 1955 
(20.75%)* 
934 1021 
Dalits 617 (6.50%) 292 325 
Chepang/Praja 3467 (36.80%) 1720 1747 
Other indigenous groups (except Chepangs) 3294 (35%) 1610 1657 
Others (including Muslims) 85 (0.95%) 41 44 
Total 9418 4597 4821 
*Figures in parenthesis show the percentage of total population in the VDC 
Source: CBS (2014) 
Siddhi 
Siddhi is an adjoining VDC to Shaktikhor. An earthen road with occasional transport 
service runs between Shaktikhor bazaar and a small settlement called Tin Dovane in the 
foot hills, which is the entry point of Siddhi VDC, and where the VDC office and a health 
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post are located. Tin Dovane is the only flat area in Siddhi; the rest of the settlements are 
scattered on the steep slopes and ridges of the hills in Mahabharat Mountain range, 
connected by criss-cross foot trails.  
With a total population of 3,827, Siddhi is home to predominantly disadvantaged and 
marginalised communities, as more than 98% of the population are indigenous and 1.5% 
are Dalits. This VDC is the main hub of Chepang settlements as they alone comprise 
nearly 90% of the total population (Table 19). 
TABLE 19: Caste/ethnic composition in Siddhi VDC 
Caste/Ethnicity Total Male  Female 
Indigenous peoples 3761 (98%)* 1856 1905 
Chepang/Praja 3332 (87%) 1649 1683 
Others 429 (11%) 207 222 
Caste Groups 66 (2%) 35 31 
Dalits 54 (1.5%) 29 25 
Others 12 (0.5%) 6 6 
Total 3827 (100%) 1891 1936 
Source: CBS (2014) 
*Figures in parenthesis show the percentage of total population in the VDC 
6.3 Socio-cultural and economic settings  
Chepangs traditionally follow the cultural pattern of animism and shamanism26 and 
declare themselves as nature worshipers. In the past, Chepangs remained under constant 
                                                 
26 Animism is an indigenous cultural practice and belief system that worship nature, honours Mother Earth 
and pays respect to the spirits of the ancestors. Shamanism is basically an indigenous healing system where 
the Shaman becomes the key person to intermediate the physical world and the spiritual world so as to 
conduct ceremonial rituals, heal the sick and ensure the wellbeing of the whole community.   
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pressure of Hinduisation as the country was declared a Hindu Kingdom in the constitution 
(Riboli 1994). After the political changes of 1990, there was an increasing trend of 
conversion of their religion into Christianity (Tanaka 2013). However, Nepal Chepang 
Association states that their traditional religion is animism. It is commonly observed that 
Chepangs worship and respect nature as creator, protector and provider. They consider 
themselves as the children of the soil, and forest guards. Their daily activities and life 
patterns have attachments with the natural environment, particularly the forest land, trees 
and streams.  
Chepangs traditionally worship a number of deities and observe various festivals that are 
closely related to nature, including Namrung (worship of hunting god); Bhumi-Puja 
(worship of the Earth deity) and Gaidu-Puja (worshiping god for protecting the livestock). 
The Chepang shaman, or Pande, is the key figure in the community to perform all rites 
and rituals, and is considered to have spiritual power to heal the sick also (Gurung 1995). 
Chepangs speak their mother tongue Chyo-bang, which belongs to the Tibeto-Burman 
language family, and most can speak and understand Nepalese also. Chepangs have 
egalitarian social values where everyone is treated equally. They have well defined gender 
roles: women are mainly responsible for family affairs and household chores, while men 
are considered to be the bread-winners and those who engage in societal affairs. Both 
men and women independently exercise their power in their respective domains.  
Although most of the Chepangs drink a lot of alcohol, they are rarely involved in any 
form of violence at household or community level. They are uneducated, mostly illiterate 
and timid, so they are exploited socially and economically by their non-Chepang 
neighbours (Bista 1967). Chepangs have a tendency to avoid any form of dominance or 
interference by other people in their everyday affairs. Therefore many Chepang 
households are found isolated and scattered on the hill slopes. The non-Chepang 
neighbours in the study villages characterised Chepangs as simple minded, sincere and 
hardworking people who mostly enjoyed the present moment and did not worry about the 
future. Hence they said Chepangs did not tend to save money or food grains for the future, 
which they saw was one of the main reasons for Chepangs persistently being poor.  
Until a few generations ago, Chepangs had first a nomadic and then a semi nomadic life 
pattern in forested areas of their territory, living mainly on hunting, food gathering and 
fishing. They lived in caves, ate meat, tubers, fruits and wild vegetables. In the mid-1800s 
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the scholar Brian H. Hodgson, a British resident of colonial India who travelled frequently 
to Kathmandu, wrote the first known account of Chepangs (Bista 1967). Hodgson 
compared Chepangs with another similar tribal group, the Kusundas, and noted: 
Amid the dense forests of the Central region of Nepal…dwell in scanty numbers, 
and nearly in a state of nature, two broken tribes, [Chepangs and Kusundas who] 
toil not, neither they spin…but living entirely upon wild fruits and produce of 
the chase (Hodgson 1848, p. 650). 
Nearly 120 years after Hodgson, Dor Bahadur Bista, a notable Nepalese anthropologist, 
identified Chepangs as living with two distinct economic systems, one purely agriculture-
based, and the other still partly dependent upon hunting, gathering and fishing (Bista 
1967). By 2015 all Chepangs had permanent settlement and their livelihood was mainly 
based on subsistence farming on the steep hill slopes. Chepangs traditionally practise 
swidden27 agriculture, popularly known as khoriya kheti, on marginal hill terraces. 
However, the land that most Chepang households cultivate today is not legally titled to 
them. Chepang community leaders in personal communication claim that more than 80% 
of Chepang households do not hold legal entitlement to whatever land they cultivate.  
Chepangs traditionally held the forested lands for swidden agriculture. The enactment of 
the Private Forest Nationalisation Act in 1957 and subsequent legislation of land and 
forest management did not recognise the customary resource use practices of tribal 
communities including Chepangs. They were thereafter prevented in legal terms from 
exercising their customary rights to the resources in their traditional territory, including 
hunting and swidden farming. A cadastral survey conducted during the 1970s in Chepang 
                                                 
27 Also known as shifting cultivation, slash and burn agriculture or khoriya kheti (in Nepali), swidden 
farming is an indigenous farming practice prevalent in the Nepalese hills where forested areas are cleared 
for temporary cultivation by cutting and burning the vegetation.  In this practice generally a patch of land 
is cleared and cultivated for two or three years with annual crops until the soil fertility is exhausted, then 
left fallow for some years, allowing sufficient regeneration of the vegetation. The plot thus prepared is 
called khoriya. Meanwhile, the farmer prepares another khoriya for cultivation. The length of the fallow 
period depends upon such factors as availability of land and status of vegetation growth. The respondents 
of this research in personal interviews revealed that they generally left a khoriya fallow for six or seven 
years. 
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settlements registered the land that was under permanent cultivation as private property 
(Piya et al. 2011). But the Chepangs mostly held swidden land which was not included in 
the survey, and hence they were denied legal entitlement to land they had used for 
generations. Chepangs use the marginal hill slopes to cultivate annual crops such as 
maize, millet, buckwheat and beans. Some use low land around the river basin or uplands 
with irrigation facilities to also grow rice, wheat, potatoes, mustard and vegetables. They 
keep a small number of livestock, mostly goats, chickens, pigs and cows. As farming is a 
relatively new venture for them and they have limited capacity to access and afford 
modern farm technologies, Chepangs overwhelmingly practise subsistence farming. 
Gurung (1990, p. 33) characterised the overall socio-economic structure of Chepangs as 
follows: 
 They mainly have forest and river-based economy and carry the natural 
economy as a form of their primitive survival 
 They use simple, indigenous technologies 
 The family acts as an autonomous unit of all production and consumption 
activities and they lack profit motives. 
Although farming is the mainstay of the Chepang economy, it alone is not enough to 
provide for the majority of the Chepang households. It is reported that almost 90% of 
Chepang families live in a state of absolute poverty and face chronic food insecurity 
(UNRCHCO 2012). In a rapid appraisal of the livelihood situation of Chepangs, 
Bhattachan, et al. (2005) reported that 60% of Chepangs produced food just enough for 
five or six months for their family, 30% were able to cover household food requirements 
up to eight months, and 10% produced sufficient food for a year.  
Chepangs traditionally practise a good deal of foraging to supplement the household food 
supply and to generate extra income from trading of Non-Timber Forest Products 
(NTFPs). Piya et al. (2011) identified 55 uncultivated wild plant varieties that Chepangs 
were using as part of their diet while they were in food deficit. They also collected at least 
23 different types of NTFPs for trading purposes (Piya et al. 2013). The Indian Butter tree 
(Aesandra butyracea), locally known as Chiuri, is one of the most important forest 
products for the Chepangs. The fresh ripened fruits are harvested and the sweet pulp 
consumed, while the seeds are extensively used for extracting vegetable butter, called 
Chiuri ghee. The Chiuri butter is consumed at home and also sold in the market, and has 
been an important source of household income for Chepangs. Chepangs extensively hunt 
the wild bats that are attracted to the Chiuri trees while in blossom. There is a popular 
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saying among Chepangs: Jahan Chepang tehan Chiuri ra Chamero (Bats) (Chiuri, 
Chamero and Chepangs are inseparable – they go together). Traditionally, Chepangs offer 
a Chiuri sapling as a dowry for their daughters. Chiuri trees thus not only have economic 
importance but also cultural significance for them. Chepangs also hunt honey from the 
jungles and collect insects such as wasps and hornets to eat along with the honey and wax. 
Fishing constitutes a vital part of their subsistence economy and they catch fish and crabs 
year-round in nearby rivers and streams. The traditional food practices and small scale 
trading of NTFPs are the household strategies to cope with their food crises. More 
recently, young Chepang men have increasingly looked for wage work opportunities in 
farms, construction sites and nearby towns and market centres.  
6.4 Chepangs in development  
Chepang communities came into contact with the planned development interventions of 
the state when the then King Birendra visited one of their settlements in Makwanpur 
district in 1977. The king noticed the plight of the Chepang communities and probably 
realised that they were facing constant neglect of the state and discrimination by society. 
He renamed Chepangs as ‘Prajas’, meaning ‘citizens’ or more precisely ‘the subject of 
the king’. For a period thereafter the Chepangs increasingly identified as Praja instead of 
Chepang28 (Bhattachan et al. 2005). Subsequently, the king issued an order to initiate 
targeted development programs for the socio-economic upliftment of the Chepang 
community. Accordingly the government introduced Praja Development Program (PDP) 
under the then Ministry of Panchayat and Local Development in 1979.  
There had been several general development interventions both by state and non-state 
actors introduced in the study villages that impacted Chepangs before the initiation of 
Praja Development Program. Some such interventions that the elder respondents recalled 
during personal interviews included establishment of a school in Siddhi VDC in 1952, 
and another eight years later in Shaktikhor VDC. The United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF) introduced safe drinking water supply schemes in Shaktikhor during the 
1970s. Other agencies working for the betterment of Chepang communities in later years, 
particularly after the 1990s, included a number of NGOs and International Development 
                                                 
28 However in later years, particularly after the 1990s with the growing currency of identity politics among 
the indigenous communities, they again started to use their original name Chepang instead of Praja.  
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Agencies (IDAs) such as Netherlands Development Agency, The World Bank, European 
Commission, Australian Agency for International Development (AusAid), Oxfam, Care 
International, Heifer International and ActionAid.  
6.4.1 Community aspirations of development 
As briefly discussed in the previous section, a number of government and non-
government-supported development programs have been initiated for the socio-economic 
upliftment of traditionally marginalised Chepang communities. In light of the increasing 
number of agencies and community development programs, the research participants 
were first asked about their development priorities and the endogenous and externally 
introduced interventions for tackling them. The purpose of this enquiry was to assess the 
community agency and to map whether the external development interventions fitted in 
the endogenous processes and institutions on the one hand and if they matched the 
community aspirations of development on the other. The interviewees overwhelmingly 
expressed their grave concerns about widespread poverty, recurrent problems of food 
shortages and inadequate access to education, services and employment opportunities as 
their major development problems. The respondents reported that very few Chepang 
households held legal entitlement to land they were cultivating. Prevailing forest and land 
management legislation29 did not recognise the traditional resources use patterns and 
                                                 
29 Some of the major legislation that impacted Chepangs’ livelihoods 
Private Forest Nationalisation Act- 1957 that brought all forests, waste land and uncultivated lands under 
the state ownership legally evicting Chepangs from their customary practices of, slash and burn farming in 
forested areas and gathering of  forest products in their territory.  
Land Act 1964 that abolished communal land ownership system known as Kipat land prevalent among 
indigenous peoples of Nepal including Chepangs; and brought all such lands under the state ownership 
called Raiker and allocated the legal entitlements of use rights, seeling/buying of such lands  to the 
individuals. As Chepangs were unaware about new legislative provisions, majority of them failed to register 
their lands and denied from legal entitlements.  
 
The Forest Act 1993 and Regulations 1995 introduced Community Forestry Program that decentralised the 
forest protection and limited use rights to local community users ’groups. But Chepangs are prevented from 
practising their traditional slash-and burn agriculture and hunting and gathering within the Community 
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customary rights of indigenous peoples, including Chepangs, and they were denied access 
to land. Besides the poverty and livelihood crisis, the participants were mainly concerned 
about education and employment opportunities, better representation in social, political 
and development affairs, and improved access of their settlements to markets and service 
centres. 
As the proportion of Chepang population relative to other communities is drastically 
different in two locations (a third in one location and a big majority in another) I were 
interested to see if there were differences in their development expectations and 
experiences. However, there was no difference in the results between the two locations. 
Therefore Chepangs’ perspectives in general with respect to their development 
aspirations are discussed as follows.  
6.4.1.1 Poverty and livelihood crisis  
Almost all respondents said that poverty and their deteriorating livelihood was the 
topmost development issue for them. As poverty is an obvious reality among Chepangs, 
I was interested to know how the respondents perceived the causes of being poor and the 
relevant development interventions to address them. The responses were varied.  
The majority of respondents pointed to the limited resources base, services and 
opportunities of Chepang households as the main reasons for being poor. They reported 
that most of the Chepangs practised rain-fed slash and burn agriculture in unfertile hill 
tops with rugged terrain, having limited or no any irrigation facilities. Though some 
households held irrigated low lands in and around the river basin, they also had limited 
access to support services due to the geographical isolation of their settlements. 
Therefore, farm productivity in general was very low and they were forced to live in 
                                                 
forest areas. Slash and burn farming practice is essentially an indigenous fertility management strategy of 
soils where the swidden land is kept fallow for certain period to allow adequate growth of vegetation. The 
vegetation thus grown is slashed and burnt to add fertility to soils before commencing farming. The 
restrictions on hunting and slash and burn practices resulted into curtailed access to wild food resources in 
one hand and declining fertility and productivity of Khoriya (Swidden) land whatever they hold on the other 
resulting into an increased vulnerability of the communities. 
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poverty, facing chronic food shortages. A respondent from Shaktikhor in his mid-forties 
explained how inadequate access to resources and opportunities made them poor:  
We are increasingly alienated from our traditional livelihoods base, particularly with 
the restrictions on slash and burn agriculture and hunting and gathering from the 
forest, resulting in livelihoods crisis. The majority of us are illiterate to find alternative 
employment opportunities. Whatever the land we have is unproductive upland and we 
have no jagga dhani purja (no legal entitlements on it). Furthermore, we do not have 
access to improved farm practices and inputs, so that the production is very low. Hence 
how to secure everyday food is the biggest challenge for the majority of Chepang 
households - forget about other development issues (CCP 22). 
The following remarks of a respondent from Shaktikhor-3 represented the general 
situation of poor Chepang households:  
I have just one khoriya where I mainly grow maize and millet. If there is adequate 
rainfall, the production from this land is hardly sufficient for three months to feed my 
family of six. The rest of the months of the year we have to look for wage work 
opportunities, borrowing and collection of githa, vyakur, tarul (the wild roots) and 
sisnoo (the nettle leaves) from the forests (CCP18). 
The respondents highlighted the lack of legal entitlement to land as a factor for making 
them poor and disadvantaged in many respects. A Chepang community leader from 
Siddhi VDC (CCP9) estimated that more than 60% of Chepang households had no legal 
entitlement to the land they were cultivating, particularly the khoriya (i.e. land under 
swidden agriculture). The ownership of such land was based on customary and oral 
tradition without any legal documents. In fact, Chepangs’ cultural tradition favoured the 
wanderer way of life with slash and burn agriculture (shifting cultivation or khoriya kheti) 
and hunting and gathering practices in the forested hill slopes. But the country’s forest 
and land legislation did not recognise the indigenous practices of land management 
including shifting cultivation in the forested lands. As a result, no legal entitlements were 
allocated to such lands, leaving the vast majority of Chepangs landless in legal terms. A 
Chepang activist in his early thirties from Shaktikhor VDC said: 
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Chepangs were enjoying their traditional slash and burn farming practices, and 
hunting and gathering based livelihoods for generations. But the government 
gradually introduced new legislations of forest and land management. Majority of 
Chepangs in the past did not realise the implications of the new legislation in one hand 
and failed to follow the bureaucratic procedures on the other for registering their 
lands. Hence more than 80% of Chepang households do not hold land deed certificates 
today and are apparently landless peasants (CCP 26). 
A Chepang man in his mid-fifties from Shaktikhor-3 (CCP 3) shared that Chepangs were 
not interested in integrating into the modern social and economic systems of wider 
society; they preferred to continue their traditional way of life. However, with the 
changing legislations of land and forests governance, the customary land and resources-
use patterns of Chepangs became illegal. Chepangs were neither consulted nor offered 
any alternative options before changing legislation evicted them from the foundations of 
their livelihoods. Therefore, in his view: 
Chepangs are not the poor but are made poor (CCP3). 
A senior Chepang man from Shiddhi VDC shared that the majority of Chepangs 
deliberately avoided bringing their lands under the cadastral surveys of the 1970s that 
ultimately made them landless peasants: 
Our people were worried about the land revenue taxes levied to the lands, if brought 
under the private entitlements. They were cultivating the unproductive hill slopes of 
remote areas and thought that no one would care about them if left unregistered and 
they would be able to enjoy their shifting cultivation practices without any hindrances. 
So that Chepang households deliberately avoided legally registering their swidden 
lands at the time of cadastral surveys (CCP7). 
Whatever the reasons, the vast majority of Chepangs were denied legal entitlement to 
lands they were cultivating. Lack of land ownership left them disadvantaged in many 
aspects, not least that they were denied a citizenship certificate and access to credit. 
Nepalese citizenship laws until 1990 required legal ownership of land as a prerequisite 
for a citizenship certificate. Chepangs who did not hold legal entitlement to land could 
not produce documentary evidence to claim citizenship and hence a large number of 
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Chepangs were denied a citizenship certificate until a few years back. Ignorance on the 
part of the people and the lengthy bureaucratic processes continued the dilemma of 
gaining a citizenship certificate for Chepangs even after 1990. An ex-chairperson of 
Nepal Chepang Association claimed that 90% of Chepangs did not hold citizenship 
certificate in 2006 when they ran an aggressive campaign for citizenship rights. Denial of 
a citizenship certificate meant denial of access to public jobs, credit facilities, formally 
buying and selling lands and access to various social security schemes including senior 
age allowances. 
Deteriorating soil fertility of the lands under cultivation and restrictions on collection and 
sales of Non-Forest Timber Products (NTFPs) from the forests were the worrisome issues 
that pushed Chepang communities further to poverty, said the respondents in a focus 
group. NTFPs traditionally formed an important component of household income for 
Chepangs. However, the decentralised community forestry management scheme 
introduced at local level under the new forest legislation prevented them from collecting 
NTFPs from the national forests. Moreover, community forest user groups became local 
gatekeepers, effectively preventing occasional hunting and most importantly checking the 
slash and burn farming practices of Chepangs on the forest fringes. The following remarks 
of a focus group participant reflected the group position: 
In the past, the restrictive laws and directives were there but the enforcement was not 
possible in these hinterlands as the officers rarely visited our remote places. But now 
we have community forest users group in every village that prevents us from using our 
own resources. (CCP15) 
The focus group participants pointed out that the slash and burn farming practice in 
khoriya (swidden) lands had been the indigenous way of soil fertility maintenance in hill 
terraces of Chepangs. Due to legal restrictions on clearing new forested lands for swidden 
agriculture, they were forced to shorten the fallow period in whatever swidden lands they 
held. In many cases they even turned the swidden land into permanent farm land with no 
chance of rotation between fallow and cultivation. This resulted in declining soil fertility 
and poor farm production and productivity, contributing to the persistent poverty. 
Paradoxically, despite the overwhelming realisation that the community forestry program 
had a direct negative implication on their livelihoods, the focus group participants were 
not only the members of the community forest users group but apparently accepted and 
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effectively implemented all restrictions imposed by the prevailing laws at a local level. 
One participant concluded: 
We cannot compromise the forest protection as it gives us oxygen, without which no 
one can live (CCP19).  
The respondents, particularly the youth and social and political activists, viewed the 
poverty and livelihood crisis among Chepangs as the outcome of long historical and 
socio-cultural processes of domination, discrimination and exploitation against them, and 
resulting marginalisation from the socio-economic and political mainstream of the 
country. A Chepang youth in his early twenties from Siddhi VDC (CCP 9) blamed the 
modernisation waves of the societies in one hand and the external development 
interventions on the other for gradually forcing Chepangs to adopt new ways of life that 
poorly fitted in their socio-economic and cultural contexts, pushing them further into the 
margins of misery and destitution.  
Some other respondents perceived illiteracy and ignorance of Chepangs as the principal 
cause for being poor. The majority of the Chepang households were so poor that they 
were mostly forced when in distress to go for wage works or sale of their farm and forest 
resources30 in cases of emergencies or to perform the rites and rituals. They argued that 
inadequate education and ignorance of Chepangs provided opportunity for non-Chepang 
elites to exploit them in economic affairs including wage works, trading and exchanges, 
making them poor. 
The respondents reported that nearly every Chepang household in the study area had 
personal relationships with non-Chepang local money lenders and merchants in 
Shaktikhor Bazaar. The merchants generally lent money to Chepangs during the festival 
seasons, in case of medical and other emergencies, and when they faced a food crisis. In 
exchange for this benevolence, ignorant Chepangs were compelled to sell their farm/non-
farm products to the merchants for non-competitive prices. Moreover, the merchants 
charged a high interest rate (36%) on loans to Chepangs, causing them to fall into a 
                                                 
30 Chepangs generally produce/gather and sell honey, beans, goats, chickens, vegetables and forest 
products like Chiuri ghee, wild taro, yam, broom grass, bamboo baskets, medicinal herbs to the local 
markets. 
164 
cyclical debt trap. To maintain economic relationships with the merchants Chepangs were 
even forced to work for them for cheap wages. A community leader in his mid-thirties 
from Siddhi VDC said: 
Our people are cheated everywhere in wage work, in trade and exchanges. They are 
trapped in debt to local merchants so they are forced to work for them for cheap rates 
or even with simply a meal for a whole day work. The products our people bring for 
sale down to the market and towns also seldom get adequate price. (CCP6)  
The respondents reported cases of unfair trade and exchange dealings with the Chepangs 
by local merchants. For example, given the high demand for rice grains as a staple food 
among Chepangs, the merchants in the past used to exchange low quality coarse rice in 
equal terms with the high-value niche products of Chepangs, including beans (black gram, 
lentil) and mustard. Similarly, they exchanged honey in equal terms with oil. The 
following remarks of a Chepang youth associated with Chepang Cooperative Limited in 
Shaktikhor reflected their concern:  
Our people are forced to sell their products at meagre price (sinki ko bhau) to local 
merchants. We established the Praja Cooperative in Shaktikhor with the main aim to 
facilitate fair trading of farm and Non-Timber Forest Products (NTFP) of Chepangs. 
Unfortunately we could not run the cooperative for long and people are still trapped 
in this exploitative trade relationship with local merchants (CCP16). 
The exploitative patron-client form of trading relationship was pointed out by the 
respondents as a prominent oppressive practice against Chepangs, and they reported the 
failure of an important intervention of the development NGOs that aimed to overcome 
this problem, i.e. establishment and operation of a cooperative marketing system for 
Chepangs. Therefore a focus group meeting involving Chepang youth activists and 
cooperative executives was held to explore different aspects of the traditional trading 
relationships of Chepangs, and establishment, operation and management of the 
cooperative.  
The focus group participants verified that Chepangs were exploited in wages, trade and 
exchanges with local non-Chepang elites due to the prevalence of a patron-client type of 
economic relationship. They reported that Chepangs were forced to sell their farm- and 
165 
forest-based products such as black gram, mustard, Chiuri ghee, wild roots, tubers, honey 
and herbs for less than half price to the local merchants in Shaktikhor bazaar when 
compared with general market prices. To break this traditional exploitative trading 
relationship, the Praja Cooperative was established in Shaktikhor in 1998 with support 
from development NGOs, involving more than 200 Chepang shareholders from four 
VDCs of Chitwan: Shaktikhor, Siddhi, Kaule and Korak. The purpose of this cooperative 
was to encourage Chepangs to engage in cooperative trading of their produce so that they 
would fetch fair prices. The cooperative was established in its own building with well-
equipped facilities for trading of non-timber forest products, agricultural goods and 
handicrafts collected and produced by Chepangs. The following remark of one of the 
founding executives of the cooperative reflected their opinion regarding this issue: 
Our people have traditionally been forced to sell their products to local merchants. 
Therefore, NGOs supported us to establish ‘Praja/Chepang cooperative’ in 
Shaktikhor with the main aim being to initiate cooperative trading of farm and forest-
based products of Chepangs. Unfortunately our people preferred to sell their products 
to local merchants rather than to the cooperative, so the cooperative marketing could 
not last for long (CCP17).  
The focus group participants pointed out that the cooperative market could not succeed 
because as soon as the external support of the development NGOs terminated due to the 
conclusion of their project, the cooperative could not function without that support, and 
also the majority of Chepangs were not ready to bear the risk of breaking economic 
relationships with local merchants. They stressed that most Chepangs were uneducated 
and were indebted with the local merchants for the support they provided when they fell 
into crisis.  
As the majority of Chepangs are food sufficient less than three months in a year, they 
have to depend upon local merchants for wage work opportunities in order to manage 
their food requirements. Besides, during the festival times, the merchants provide food 
and other household goods on credit. They are patrons for poor Chepangs when they 
face medical emergencies or require any assistance to access government services. 
(CCP1) 
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Majority of Chepangs who were members of the cooperative continued their trading 
relationship with local merchants, despite the possibility of immediate economic gain if 
they sold their products through the cooperative. The participants also perceived that 
development NGOs invested more in physical infrastructure and less on preparing the 
community to operate and manage the cooperative. The NGOs stopped supporting them 
as soon as their project was over, which made it too difficult to continue. This fact was 
verified when an executive of a supporting NGO was later asked about the NGO’s support 
for the cooperative and the reasons for its failure. He admitted that they focused more on 
infrastructure development in the earlier phases of the project and ensuring the 
cooperative was well equipped. They aimed to focus on management aspects in upcoming 
projects.  
Some of the respondents blamed the Chepang themselves for their inability to do better 
due to their cultural tradition of non-saving and excessive alcohol drinking behaviour. 
According to them, Chepangs generally enjoy the present moment and do not care much 
about the future, so that they lack the saving habit. There was a common perception 
among both Chepang and non-Chepang locals that Chepangs had non-saving tendencies 
and excessive alcohol drinking habits which made them poor. Therefore, a widespread 
awareness-raising campaign was necessary for them. During my fieldwork the local 
merchants and hoteliers in informal chatting frequently mentioned this phrase: 
Chepang bigrekai Jand le (Chepangs are poor due to alcoholic habit).  
A Chepang community leader from Shaktikhor accepted that Chepangs were excessive 
alcoholics in nature, which was one of the reasons for recurrent food shortages and 
starvation among Chepangs. 
When our people have enough food at home they eat a lot and also make raksi (local 
alcohol) by fermenting the food grains, which is one of the main causes of starvation 
among Chepangs. Looking at this tendency, I sometimes think nothing is to blame for 
our poverty but the jand (alcohol). (CCP 32) 
The same respondent in another context stated: 
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Our people, particularly the men, work hard every day and even earn a lot, but they 
finish it with drinking each evening and forget if children are looking their way for 
food at home. (CCP 32) 
Thus, poverty and increasing vulnerability in livelihoods was the topmost priority issue 
of Chepangs for development. They primarily associated the crisis with the forced 
eviction and displacement from their traditional means of livelihood.  
6.4.1.2 Education and opportunities 
The next most important issues of development for the community appeared to be the 
provision of education for children and increased access to alternative options of making 
a livelihood, including services. As discussed in the previous section, the respondents 
pointed out that lack of education made Chepang people vulnerable to various forms of 
exploitation and domination by non-Chepang elites. They argued that education would 
help them to overcome such oppression at a local level. For some respondents inadequate 
education was also a barring factor for Chepangs to participate effectively in socio-
political and development affairs. The respondents, particularly the community leaders, 
argued that due to inadequate education, Chepang people had long been treated by 
government and non-government development agencies only as subjects of development; 
they rarely had the chance to be proactively involved in development decisions. One 
respondent from Siddhi VDC in his mid-thirties, who had some experience of working 
with NGOs, said: 
People have the stereotype that Chepangs should be ignorant, timid and shy. In most 
cases Chepangs do exhibit this nature due to different reasons including difficulties 
communicating with outsiders. In general, Chepangs rarely raise questions; neither 
do they have any complaints with anyone. Recently I visited one of the public offices 
to enquire about a Chepang-focused development program. I felt that the officials were 
not giving proper attention to my query. So, I raised the issue with a loud voice. The 
officials responded to me amidst a bit of surprise. They wondered if I were really a 
Chepang man. (CCP6) 
Some respondents were pessimistic about the prospects for their traditional way of life. 
They perceived that education would be instrumental for them to accommodate a modern 
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way of living, particularly to access alternative means of livelihoods including outside 
jobs. For them education was the only tool to salvage them from their persistent poverty 
and destitution. They perceived that they lacked adequate chetana (awareness), and so 
they failed to access alternative means of livelihoods and became poor. They were 
ignorant (due to lack of education), so they did not get an adequate chance to represent 
their interests in political affairs. Their voices went unheard, and their problems were 
ignored. The following remarks of a respondent from Shaktikhor in her mid-fifties vividly 
represented the community perspective with respect to education. 
We lagged behind because we lack chetana (awareness). If our kids get better 
education they will have chetana and then they can represent us in politics, 
bureaucracy and other sectors of society that will pave the way to improve our 
situation. Without better education and increased jana-chetana (peoples’ awareness), 
nothing can help us. (CCP 24)  
6.4.1.3 Identity and autonomy 
The community leaders and activists, particularly the young Chepangs, perceived their 
deteriorating identity and state of being mere passive subjects of development as the third 
major development challenges of Chepangs. They argued that, as with all indigenous 
communities, Chepangs have their own world views and life projects which are intricately 
linked with nature. Mainstream development ideas fit poorly in their life projects. 
Chepangs’ identity and world views needed to be strengthened, and they should lead all 
development processes in their locality. A Chepang leader associated with Nepal 
Chepang Association said: 
Chepangs became the honey spot for development tourists of various kinds; we have 
been made development subjects since 2030 BS (mid-1970s). But our situation has not 
improved much. In fact, we cannot expect our development from outsiders; we need to 
lead the process by ourselves. For this, we need to have a strong autonomous initiative 
(CCP26). 
He elaborated further on how the identity of Chepangs as an indigenous community 
mattered for them, and emphasised the need to promote their cultural identity. He argued 
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that the widespread poverty prevalent among Chepang people should be viewed as social 
issues, not as an individual problem. 
Nearly all development agencies explicitly or implicitly treat poverty and destitution 
as an individual problem, but in our case, it’s clearly related to oppressive social 
structures. Therefore, recognition of Chepang identity and agency and helping them 
to claim rights to self-determination would be effective remedies of all sorts of social 
and economic problems. We need an autonomous region covering all Chepang 
settlements in state restructuring processes31 (CCP 26). 
Thus the participants broadly pointed out socio-political aspects of their problems that 
could be addressed through community development.  
6.4.2 Development interventions and change 
 6.4.2.1 Endogenous initiatives 
The respondents claimed that Chepangs had a long socio-cultural tradition of collective 
action through various formal and informal groups in the community to tackle their 
everyday life situations and community problems. In a focus group involving youth 
activists and executives of Praja Cooperative, participants were asked to share if they had 
any autonomous collective initiatives to address their perceived development problems. 
The respondents referred to a labour-exchange system called parma as one of the 
prevalent modes of collective action among Chepangs. Parma is one of the traditional 
forms of collective action found among other social groups in rural Nepal, particularly in 
the peasant economic system. In this system, generally both men and women join 
collective hands to carry out seasonal farming work including land clearing, ploughing, 
crop planting, hoeing, weeding and harvesting. Such a collective working group is called 
a parma group, and the group work runs in rotation to every participating household 
during the peak times to help complete the relevant farm jobs. As most Chepang 
                                                 
31 During my field work there was an ongoing debate regarding state restructuring processes converting 
existing unitary state to a Federal set-up as the country was ready to promulgate a new constitution (The 
Constitution of Nepal 2015). The respondents were referring their demand to set up a Chepang autonomous 
region in new constitution.  
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households hold swidden land in difficult terrain, it is understandable that they require 
collective efforts to clear the farmland for cultivation. 
The respondents said that Chepangs joined collective hands in occasional other activities 
such as building or repairing a house or animal shed in the community. Similarly, there 
was a tendency to work in groups in the community to slaughter an animal for 
consumption during festivals and other occasions. The community also gathers together 
to perform various rites and rituals including marriage ceremonies and death rituals that 
happened in any household in the community. The parma and similar traditional group 
works provided people with opportunities to understand common problems, share 
personal problems with one another, and also help individual families to accomplish hard 
farm jobs in difficult terrain on time. As a mutual labour-exchange system, parma helped 
the individual poor households to accomplish jobs without investing direct cash. 
Besides the traditional cultural pattern of working in groups, Chepangs had also formed 
various autonomous groups such as youth clubs and mothers’ groups in Siddhi and 
Shaktikhor VDCs to engage in various development programs. In later years, particularly 
after 1990, Chepang youth and community leaders were increasingly concerned about the 
persistent poverty and destitution among Chepang peoples, as well as the threat of losing 
their community identity and recognition. As a result, they established the community 
organisation Nepal Chepang Association (NCA) in 1998 with the twin objectives of 
promoting and protecting their socio-cultural, religious and ethnic identities, and securing 
fundamental socio-economic and cultural rights for the community (SEACOW 1999). 
NCA is affiliated with the National Federation of Indigenous Nationalities (NEFIN) and 
has district chapters covering all Chepang settlements. The formation of NCA, however, 
was not entirely an endogenous initiative, as some development NGOs encouraged them 
and also provided initial technical backup. In later years, NCA has emerged as one of the 
prominent Indigenous Peoples Organisations (IPOs) of Nepal and is directly involved in 
sensitisation, advocacy and lobbying campaigns for the collective rights of Chepang 
peoples. 
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6.4.2.2 Public interventions 
Praja/Chepang Development Program (P/CDP) 
As stated briefly earlier, Praja Development Program (PDP) was initiated under a royal 
directive and has operated since 1979 with the overall aim of facilitating development of 
Chepang communities. After restoration of democracy in 1990 the PDP was incorporated 
in the regular programs of the respective District Development Committees (DDCs) in 
four districts: Chitwan, Makwanpur, Dhading and Gorkha. Since 2003 the program has 
been implemented by the National Foundation for Development of Indigenous 
Nationalities (NFDIN)32 through respective DDCs33. In 2007 it was renamed the Chepang 
Development Program (CDP). Praja Development Program was the first ever 
development program specifically targeted at the development of any disadvantaged 
community in the country (Bhattachan et al. 2005). The PDP (now CDP) aims to improve 
the overall welfare and development of poor Chepang communities. The program budget 
is annually allocated by the government to NFDIN, and the NFDIN administers the 
programs in respective districts. There is a five-member district level program 
implementation committee under the chair of the local development officer in each of the 
program districts (Table 20).  
TABLE 20: Praja development program implementation committee 
Local development officer                                 Coordinator 
Chairperson, Nepal Chepang Association, District Chapter         Member 
A relevant officer from the DDC                              Member 
A Chepang male nominated by the NFDIN from Praja district       Member 
A Chepang woman nominated by the NFDIN from the district       Member 
Source: Rai (2009) 
                                                 
32 NFDIN is an autonomous body chaired by the incumbent Prime Minister. It was established through the 
enactment of the National Foundation for Development of Indigenous Nationalities Act 2058 by the 
Parliament in 2002. The Foundation is now responsible for the formulation and implementation of targeted 
programs for the upliftment of indigenous communities including Chepangs.  
33 The program has included two more districts from Central Western Nepal: Tanahun and Lamjung since 
2009. These two districts contain only a minor fraction of the Chepang population: 219 out of a total 
323,288 (0.06%) people in Tanahun  and 54 out of total 167,724 (0.03%) in Lamjung (CBS, 2014). 
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The CDP puts a high priority on education for the Chepang children, as lack of education 
has been considered as the main bottleneck to modernising Chepangs (Gurung 1989). The 
program basically supports schools that provide residential education to Chepang children 
in Dhading and Chitwan Districts, and provides school uniforms and educational 
materials to needy students (Rai 2009). The program also invests significant funds for 
providing skill-oriented training such as carpentry, masonry, embroidery, handcrafting 
and driving for Chepang youths, along with the support to initiate income generating 
enterprises (Rai 2009). 
Poverty Alleviation Fund 
The Poverty Alleviation Fund (PAF) is a targeted development initiative of the 
Government of Nepal to build a just and sustainable society through alleviating the 
extreme poverty of socio-economically marginalised groups (such as Chepangs) and 
involving them in the development process (PAF 2015). The program has been under 
implementation since 2003. PAF subsequently launched the program as a special 
initiative for Chepangs of Chitwan in 2012. PAF is a multiple donor-funded initiative, 
including the World Bank and International Fund for Agriculture Development. Social 
mobilisation, capacity building, income generation and small-scale community 
infrastructure development are four key areas of intervention (PAF 2015). It operates 
through community organisations by bringing the poorest households into groups to 
develop demand-based community projects related to small scale income generating 
enterprises (such as vegetable farming, petty trading, livestock raising – goat, pig, cows, 
buffaloes), skill enhancement and socio-economic infrastructure development (such as 
small scale irrigation facilities, agricultural roads, agro-processing units and market 
development). It sanctions and provides financial support to undertake the selected 
community projects. 
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Citizens’ Residence Program (Janata Awas Karyakram) 
In 2008 the Government of Nepal implemented the citizens’ residence program (Janata 
Awas Karyakram), targeting highly marginalised and socio-economically deprived 
communities, including Chepangs, to fulfil their fundamental right to housing. The 
program was initiated in three terai districts – Siraha, Saptari and Kapilvastu – targeting 
deprived Dalits and poor religious minority Muslim groups. Chepangs have been included 
in the beneficiary list of the program since 2010. The program, in collaboration with 
Nepal Chepang Association, provides direct cash support to the identified poorest 
Chepang households to build low cost housing.  
District Development Committee (DDC), Village Development Committee (VDCs) and 
other public line agencies  
The District Development Committee (DDC) is district level public agency under the 
Ministry of Local Development and Federal Affairs which is composed of the people’s 
elected representatives along with development experts, planners and executive officials. 
It is the coordinating body of all development affairs at district level. Village 
Development Committees (VDCs) are the frontline public agencies under the DDC to 
coordinate socio-economic development programs at village level. The VDCs are 
composed of elected representatives along with technical staff and the administrator. The 
Government of Nepal directly allocates development budgets for the DDCs and VDCs in 
every fiscal year. The DDCs and VDCs mobilise the allocated resources mostly for local 
infrastructure development such as road/trails construction and improvement, and social 
security purposes such as old age allowances. A small fraction of the budget is also 
allocated for the socio-economic benefit of the marginalised groups. Other public 
agencies, including agriculture/livestock development, forestry, irrigation, drinking water 
supply and cooperatives, implement their respective departmental programs at a local 
level through community organisations and users’ groups. The District Forest Office has 
a community forestry program and leasehold forestry program in the study villages.  
6.4.2.3 NGOs and their interventions 
A number of NGOs operating at local, national and international levels and bilateral and 
multilateral agencies have been working with the Chepang communities for their socio-
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economic, cultural and political upliftment particularly since 1990. The interviewees 
recalled SNV Netherlands Development Organisation (SNV Nepal hereafter) as one of 
the leading agencies that supported Chepang community development initiatives for more 
than 15 years from 1992 in partnership with government agencies and several NGOs. 
Available documents related to the interventions of SNV-Nepal suggested that in the 
beginning SNV supported Chepang communities of Siddhi VDC through the Praja 
Development Program (PDP) of the government during 1992-94. The assistance was 
mainly aimed at promoting income-generating capacities of poor Chepang households 
through beekeeping, agro-forestry and animal husbandry (SNV & NCA 2008). In January 
1997 SNV introduced a comprehensive Praja Community Development Program 
(PCDP1) in four VDCs – Shaktikhor, Siddhi, Kaule and Korak of Chitwan District – that 
lasted for four years. SNV-Nepal’s program mainly focused on improving quality of life 
of Chepangs through enhanced capacity for claim-making powers to development 
resources (SNV & NCA 2008). Community organisation, sensitisation and mobilisation 
were the key areas of intervention during this phase. 
The same program was extended in the name of Praja Capacity Development Program 
(PCDP2) for another four years starting from 2000, and included VDC-Lothar supporting 
five VDCs of Chitwan. In this phase SNV involved a local NGO-Forum for Rural Welfare 
and Agricultural Reform for Development (FORWARD)-Nepal as an implementing 
partner. The Australian Agency for International Development (AusAid) and 
Interchurches Christian Organisation (ICCO) also joined SNV to provide financial 
support for this program. The focuses of the program were intensive mobilisation of 
Chepang community organisations and helping to institutionalise Nepal Chepang 
Association (NCA) as an Indigenous Peoples’ Organisation. 
The NCA was strengthened and involved in identification of pertinent socio-economic 
and cultural development issues of the community and the program supported them in 
selected VDCs. With the learning experiences of PCDP1 and PCDP2, SNV shifted its 
role in development from an implementing agency to an advisory, facilitating and 
supporting organisation. Accordingly, SNV promoted Nepal Chepang Association 
(NCA) to launch Chepang Mainstreaming Program (CMP) with the financial assistance 
of ICCO and SNV in 2004, which lasted until 2007. 
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The program adopted a rights-based approach to development and covered all four 
districts – Chitwan, Makwanpur, Dhading and Gorkha – containing Chepang settlements. 
The Chepang Mainstreaming Program identified seven distinct thematic areas of 
intervention and involved NGOs (which were expert in relevant themes) as consortium 
partners of NCA to implement the project activities at a grassroots level (Table 21). 
TABLE 21: Chepang mainstream program: themes and NGOs 
Thematic areas NGO (consortium partner) to lead 
Income generation and food security Forum for Rural Welfare and 
Agricultural Reform for Development 
(FORWARD)-Nepal Natural resources management 
Education 
Centre for Agro-Ecology and 
Development (CAED)/School of 
Ecology, Agriculture and Community 
Work (SEACOW) 
Citizenship and land rights 
Community Development Organisation 
(CDO) 
Promotion of cultural identity 
Nepal Chepang Association (NCA) Institutional capacity development 
Gender 
Source: SNV and NCA (2008) 
The intervention schemes of the program clearly showed that it had elements of social, 
economic and cultural empowerment of Chepang communities. Besides SNV, there are 
several NGOs working with Chepang communities in study villages with different 
intervention packages. Nepal Chepang Association (NCA) itself is directly involved in a 
number of development interventions including state-sponsored Citizens’ Residence 
Program and Chepang Development Program. Besides, NCA runs awareness raising 
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programs, adopts pressure tactics, lobbying and advocacy in various socio-economic 
cultural and political issues impacting the lives of Chepangs.  
The Forum for Rural Welfare and Agricultural Reform for Development (FORWARD-
Nepal) is a Chitwan-based NGO that has long been working with the Chepang 
communities of Siddhi and Shaktikhor, particularly in areas of agricultural development 
and income generation. During my field work in mid-2015, FORWARD-Nepal had just 
completed a three-year project entitled ‘Sustainable Integrated Farming System’ in the 
study VDCs. Major components of the project included community organisation and 
mobilisation, training and capacity development, technical backup and input support for 
sustainable farming, and sustainable resources management. 
Similarly, the School of Ecology, Agriculture and Community Work (SEACOW) has also 
been working for holistic development of Chepang communities, particularly through the 
educational interventions. The Support Activities for Poor Producers in Nepal (SAPROS-
Nepal) was working with Chepangs for their socio-economic upliftment through saving-
credit schemes, income generating activities and infrastructure development for improved 
market linkages. Recently, Heifer International, an international NGO, introduced its 
program in Chepang communities of the study VDCs with the aim of social mobilisation, 
community building and income generation through agro forestry and animal husbandry, 
particularly goat keeping.  
6.4.3 Participatory processes and practices in development 
When asked about the development experiences of Chepang people, particularly with 
respect to their participation in various development programs launched by the state and 
non-state agencies, almost all participants rated their participation in development 
programs as symbolic and consultative. According to them, mostly the development 
programs of both NGOs and government agencies planned in advance without any 
consultation with the community at a local level. Once the programs were introduced, 
then mainly the local elite persons from the communities were consulted to ensure smooth 
implementation. A respondent in her mid-fifties from Shaktikhor said succinctly: 
Everyone suggests to us what should we do, but no one asks what we need or want 
(CCP20). 
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The respondents reported that different development agencies, when approaching the 
community with different programs, first and foremost asked them to form groups. 
Community organisation and mobilisation appeared to be the single most prominent 
strategy of the development intervention for all agencies. Unfortunately, the same 
strategy became a burden for the people, discouraging them to participate in development 
programs. A respondent from Siddhi explained that she did not find enough time to 
engage frequently in group meetings.  
Sir and madam from NGOs visit us and ask us to organise in groups to get development 
support. But, we have to do household chores, care for the children, and engage in 
farm jobs, wage works or for gathering to manage our daily subsistence. How can we 
manage some spare time to involve in group meetings? (CCP24) 
In similar tone another respondent from Shaktikhor (CCP 12) said that her community 
refused to become involved in programs of an NGO recently introduced in her village as 
they had to form another group. She said she was already member of more than four 
different groups without any significant benefits. She wondered why everyone wanted to 
form groups. A respondent in his mid-thirties from Siddhi VDC expressed: 
One of the most annoying aspects of engaging with development agencies is that every 
time they (the development workers) ask us to form a group, (they) call for so many 
meetings and treat us in such meetings as if we do not know anything. There is no 
chance to discuss beforehand what we already have and what we wish to do. Rather 
we have to go with their pre-set agenda. (CCP28)  
It was not only the issue of time management when it came to engaging in group activities, 
but also the relevance of such activities to their everyday life situation. For example, one 
of the most common development interventions of most NGOs that run through 
community groups involves sensitising community people in various issues such as 
personal health and hygiene, cultivating saving habits, overcoming various socio-cultural 
stereotypes or informing people on certain legal and procedural measures. The 
respondents generally perceived that most of such group activities had none or little 
relevance for them in their everyday life. Moreover, development trainings and even the 
input support such as provision of improved vegetable seeds for the participants also had 
little relevance for them. One respondent from Shaktikhor showed a small packet of 
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vegetable seeds that she had received the day before at the end of three day-long training 
organised by an NGO. 
I did not find any relevance to what they taught us during last three days. They advised 
us to go for commercial farming and provided a packet of vegetable seeds. But I do 
not understand where to grow these seeds. I do not have suitable land to grow 
vegetables. Does the vegetable grow well in stony hill slopes of swidden lands? 
Probably only two or three out of 20 participants of the training might have suitable 
land for vegetable growing and it was only beneficial for them. (CCP 12)  
Some respondents raised issues of disproportionate rewards to a handful of the 
community leaders, and misappropriation of development funds by those who engaged 
proactively in such group activities. They argued that the development agencies consulted 
a few elite people in the community who assumed the leadership role in groups, and they 
were the only beneficiaries of most of the development programs. Participants from 
Shaktikhor pointed out the cases of misappropriation of funds under Citizens Residence 
Program. They argued that they received only less than half the amount of cash incentive 
allocated for the purpose. A community leader was authorised every year for the past five 
or six years to mobilise the funds under this program. She was the only first contact person 
in the village whenever the development agencies approached the community. When the 
participants were asked if they raised the issue in meetings with the development 
agencies, they replied that they did not know all provisions of program in the beginning, 
later when they came to know the reality they raised the issue but no one cared to hear 
them. A participant in his mid-fifties from Shaktikhor-6 said, with utter disdain in his 
voice: 
Chepang uthera bole hawale udaunchha, basera bole kasaile sundaina. (CCP29)  
(If a Chepang speaks standing up, voices blow in the air, and if she speaks sitting on 
the ground, no one can hear her voice.) 
The discussions with the participants revealed that although people took part in 
development programs they generally lacked motivatation to take part. The reason would 
be either they did not know about the development interventions in advance or the 
interventions simply did not fit well with the peoples’ contexts. The development 
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agencies apparently constantly ignored this reality and blamed the community for their 
negligence or ignorance. A respondent in his mid-twenties, who was working as a staff 
member of an NGO in Siddhi, said: 
Although people form groups or come to meetings and trainings and they follow 
whatever we ask them, they rarely took any advicce seriously in practice. In my view, 
this is one of the fundamental reasons why the situation of Chepangs has not improved 
remarkably despite flooding of NGOs in Chepang community. (CCP9) 
When it became clear that the majority of respondents perceived that their participation 
in development programs rarely met their expectation, they were asked why they took 
part in the implementation process. The respondents argued that it was because people 
had no choice and at least such interventions would bring some provision of resources to 
their community. One community leader in Shaktikhor VDC said:  
At least they (development agencies) are providing something – let’s say vegetable seeds 
or goats – is it not better to have something rather than nothing? (CCP18)  
Thus peoples’ perception with respect to their participation in development programs 
overwhelmingly reflected that there was no serious consideration on the part of 
development agencies to ensure meaningful engagements of the people in the 
development process. Rather, they invited them simply to legitimise their pre-defined 
intervention schemes.  
6.5 Perceived implications of development  
The research participants perceived mixed implications of development interventions in 
their communities over the years. When comparing the present with their life in the past, 
the respondents saw much improvement in road connectivity and market access of their 
settlements that made it easier for them to access health services, food and other 
necessities. People were becoming aware about services and opportunities for them. 
There was also growing awareness among Chepangs about the importance of education 
for their children. They perceived that development programs and the increasing interface 
of the community with outside actors helped empower them socially so that they were 
able, to some extent, to tap into new opportunities for household income. The following 
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comment from a respondent in his mid-fifties who runs a small medical shop in 
Shaktikhor illustrates the changing socio-economic contexts of Chepangs. 
In the past, the majority of our people had to entirely depend upon the gathering of 
wild fruits, vegetables and tubers on top of their own production. However, in later 
years many Chepang families are able to tap other opportunities of income, including 
remittance from abroad and wage works in construction sites in market centres. Some 
households even have their family members engaged in public jobs such as school 
teachers and nurses. So no one can ignore such positive outcomes of development. 
(CCP3) 
The majority of Chepang interviewees, however, observed only a little success in 
overcoming hardship in making a livelihood, despite the fact that several development 
agencies had worked on livelihood improvement projects for several years. They said that 
the programs rarely catered for the pressing needs and aspirations of the people. The 
following remark from a community leader in his mid-forties largely represented the 
participants’ perspectives in this respect: 
Our people want, first and foremost, the legal entitlement of land, whatever we have. 
People are increasingly denied from swidden farming practices in later years. 
Unfortunately, no one takes these issues on board. Almost all development agencies 
just ask us either to raise goats or start vegetable farming or they intend to sensitise 
us in personal hygiene and sanitation issues such as use of latrine. We have to face 
food shortages for more than six months in a year; we neither have good lands nor 
secured settlements (CCP1).  
The majority of development agencies apparently tried to modernise Chepangs through 
technological advancement in farming so as to divert them from their traditional ways of 
life, but the resource constraints of the community meant that they met with limited 
success in their goals. The following remarks of a Chepang activist in his mid-thirties 
showed community perception and indicated clear gaps between the community contexts 
and development aspirations, and the development interventions.  
We are provided with a number of technical trainings and improved seeds, goat and 
fodder saplings several times through various development programs of NGOs. 
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Unfortunately, not a single NGO took on board the crucial issues of securing 
customary resources-use rights of Chepangs, without which no any efforts would yield 
any significant results to overcome our livelihoods crisis (CCP10). 
Some respondents said that elite persons’ capture of development resources was one of 
the most problematic issues of development implications. The following comments from 
one Chepang man in his mid-fifties from Shaktikhor indicated how a handful of local elite 
persons captured the position and power in community organisations and then the 
development resources.  
Only a few tatha batha (clever) Chepangs who can develop good rapport with 
development workers become leaders of every group and benefit the most of any 
development program run in the villages. (CCP11) 
A respondent from Siddhi (CCP32) explained how the ongoing development 
interventions produced negative implications in community solidarity. According to him, 
due to the disproportionate benefits or misappropriation of development resources, few 
Chepangs were successful in somehow improving their socio-economic status. This 
handful of people, along with the development workers, frequently blamed the majority 
of others as laggards, and they exercised more power and influence in development 
decisions at a local level. This injected mutual mistrust and weakened community 
solidarity. 
Some interviewees viewed conventional development programs as a means to make them 
the never-ending dependent subject of development and expressed their doubt whether 
the external development agencies really wanted them to empower politically and become 
self-reliant. The following remarks of an executive of Nepal Chepang Association from 
Shaktikhor pinpointed the problem of the non-political nature of conventional 
development interventions reinforcing the status quo of Chepang communities who have 
been suffering for a long time due to inadequate political clout.  
Chepangs have become the begging pot for the Vikase (development elites) to grab 
development resources for long. But, there is no remarkable improvement in socio-
economic and political status of Chepangs. The technical interventions of outsiders 
are taking us nowhere. In my opinion, no one but only the Chepangs can develop 
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themselves. For this we need Chepang autonomous region. We need to develop 
Chepang leadership and ensure our representation in all governing structures at local 
level, and then only can we see some rays of hope (CCP7). 
Another Chepang youth perceived that improvement of Chepangs and their deteriorating 
socio-economic and livelihoods contexts had less relevance for the development 
agencies, rather it had been the honey spot for them to grab more aid money to exercise 
their professional expertise for years. He said: 
We are portrayed as poor, ignorant, backward people and so many experts have 
created jobs for themselves for years. Development agencies neither address 
fundamental issues of our people nor are they concerned about the socio-economic 
upliftment of the community. Therefore, experts working for Chepangs erected their 
big buildings in the city centres but the situation of Chepang is worsening day by day. 
(CCP26) 
6.6 Chapter summary  
This chapter provided a detailed description of the socio-economic and cultural context 
of Chepangs and their experiences of engagement in community development. The study 
results showed that, like Fishers, Chepangs have also been increasingly displaced from 
their traditional means of livelihood due to land and forest legislation that has undermined 
their customary practices of using local natural resources. Scores of development projects 
have been implemented by state and NGOs in Chepang villages since 1970s; however, 
almost all of them focused mainly on immediate economic gain for Chepangs – creating 
new opportunities of income generation. The fundamental concerns of Chepangs, 
particularly secured land entitlements and recognition of their customary indigenous 
practices of resources use including swidden farming, never found a place in development 
agencies’ interest in or support for them. Chepangs have their own unique socio-
economic, cultural and historical context, world view and development aspirations. 
Community development interventions barely considered their unique life situation. 
Instead most development interventions were universal in design, mostly technical in 
nature, and planned by outside agencies whose agenda fitted poorly with the local context. 
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Chepangs have increasingly been invited to participate in development programs, but in 
most cases their participation has been tokenistic. The Chepangs, particularly women, 
feel that their voices are being ignored in development decisions. Still, they participate in 
the development programs even though they are ignored in the decision making process 
and the programs have little relevance for them, in the hope that they will gain some sort 
of benefit. Women respondents generally showed positive attitude towards NGO 
interventions despite the fact that only a few elite members of the community – mostly 
the males - benefited from development resources, as they thought ‘something is always 
better than nothing’. Few of the male respondents felt that NGOs had created dependency 
of the community on development aid.  
A traditional patron-client economic relationship exists among Chepangs and non-
Chepang local merchants. Development agencies attempted to break this relationship by 
supporting the establishment of a Chepang marketing cooperative; however, the 
cooperative failed to run as expected. Though seemingly exploitative in trade and 
exchanges, the non-Chepang traders are nonetheless the traditional local patrons for 
Chepangs, providing crucial support during emergency situations such as food crises and 
medical difficulties. Therefore, Chepangs continued their traditional trading ties with the 
local merchants despite the possibility of economic gain through cooperative trading. This 
shows that poor villagers do not value only immediate economic gain, but are concerned 
about their wider welfare. Nevertheless, there were improvements in some general areas 
such as connectivity and widening economic opportunities for the Chepangs over the 
years that had made life easier in some aspects.  
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CHAPTER 7: CROSS-CASE ANALYSIS 
7.1 Introduction 
In the preceding three chapters I presented the results of three different case studies on 
Dalits, Fishers and Chepangs, with respect to their experiences of community 
development. In this chapter, I will synthesise key findings across the cases, drawing out 
consistent themes and contrasting the studies. The marginalised peoples’ experiences of 
community development, and their articulation of the implications of development at 
personal, inter-personal and community level regarding if development practices have led 
to them overcoming marginalisation, are the focus of this chapter.  
The chapter is divided into three sections. The first section discusses marginalised 
peoples’ general experiences of engagement in community development. Implicit 
throughout this discussion is how marginalised people make meaning of development and 
variously adopt, resist, conform or modify the development programs according to their 
contextual realities.  
In the second section, I discuss the implications of development interventions at personal, 
inter-personal and community level in the lives of marginalised peoples and how 
development might reinforce exclusion or empower people to overcome marginalisation. 
Though state and non-state agencies have conducted several community development 
programs in each of the case study villages, the discussion in this chapter primarily 
follows the general experiences of people with overall community development 
interventions rather than specific programs or agencies. I explore how the marginalised 
people articulate their agency in everyday interaction with various actors involved in 
community development processes, and the resulting implications in terms of expanding 
resources and opportunities, and fostering community identity, respect and dignity.  
In the third section I summarise the key issues that arose from discussions about the first 
two sections. 
7.2 Marginalised people in development 
The case studies data shows that marginalised people basically engaged in two ways in 
community development processes and practices. First, before their direct interface with 
external development agencies they engaged in various forms of endogenous initiatives 
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to better their life situations. Second, after the externally induced development programs 
were introduced, they then variously engaged in those programs. Marginalised peoples’ 
engagement with and responses to the community development programs were largely 
shaped by their concept of development and their priority aspirations. Following is a brief 
presentation of how they perceived development and their priority needs, and an 
introduction to their modes of engagement in development practices. 
7.2.1 Community aspirations for development  
It was interesting to find that, unlike the outside developers’ consistent and overriding 
conceptualisation of development in terms of material goods, the felt-needs of the 
marginalised people reflected much broader issues. The most common aspirations of 
villagers with respect to community development included security of livelihood, 
identity, respect and dignity, and education and awareness (Table 22) 
Although some of the felt-needs driven by immediate contextual problems varied among 
villagers within the same study community and between communities, there were 
considerable commonalities in the development priorities of respondents when they were 
grouped according to broad thematic areas. For example, Chepang participants from 
Siddhi-8 placed road connectivity as their topmost priority as they had to walk more than 
two hours on steep winding foot trails to reach their home from the nearest road head; 
meanwhile, the Chepang respondents from Shaktikhor, which is connected with a decent 
road, placed employment opportunities on the top. Both of these issues linked with the 
peoples’ aspirations of livelihood security. 
In the same way, for their livelihood security Fisher youths in Shergunj prioritised job 
opportunities in nearby hotels and restaurants; while Fisher women were concerned about 
unrestricted access to the national park forest to collect wild vegetables, which was a 
traditional means of income for them. Dalit males frequently prioritised irrigation as their 
topmost felt need as they were frustrated with the irregular and inadequate water supply 
of Gandak Irrigation Project operating in their area, while the female participants were 
concerned about skill development training to boost their engagement in income 
generating activities. It is important to emphasise here that such context-specific, gender 
and intergenerational variations in development priorities reinforce the significance of 
effective local participation in development decisions. 
186 
TABLE 22: Priority aspirations of peoples 
Aspirations Specific contextual issues 
Dalits Fishers Chepangs 
Secured 
livelihoods  
 Fair wages  
 Fair terms in land tenancy  
 Land entitlements 
 Employment 
opportunities 
 Training and skill 
development 
 Irrigation  
 Access to services 
(agriculture extension) 
 Uninterrupted access to traditional 
sources of living (fishing and 
gathering) 
 Employment opportunities 
 Land ownership 
 Access to services (agriculture and 
veterinary extension) 
 Irrigation 
 
 Land entitlements 
 Secured traditional means of 
livelihoods (hunting, fishing 
gathering of NTFPs and slash 
and burn farming practices) 
 Employment opportunities 
 Severed economic exploitation  
 Road connectivity  
 Irrigation, extension support 
services  
Respect, 
inclusion and 
dignity 
 
 An end to caste-based 
discrimination 
 Economic empowerment 
 Education and awareness 
 Respect of traditional territorial rights  
 Respect of their traditional ways of life  
 Recognition as victims of conservation  
 Provision of adequate compensation 
 Equity in opportunities and resources  
 Indigenous national identity, 
respect and dignity 
 Autonomous rule in the 
historical territory 
Education   Education and  training,   Education, training conscientisation  Education and training  
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Most of the aspirations expressed by respondents were interrelated. For example, caste-based 
discrimination against Dalits had implications for their dignity, but it also impacted on the security 
of their livelihood, as it resulted in culturally specified jobs with limited scope. Similarly, lack of 
access to forests and the River Narayani not only undermined Fishers’ livelihoods but also affected 
their socio-cultural life, including their dignity, community solidarity and collective actions. 
Chepangs expressed ethnic identity as an issue related to both livelihood security, and individual and 
community dignity. The section following table 22 provides a detailed account of these issues 
expressed by the research participants. 
7.2.1.1 Secure livelihoods 
Poverty and shrinking livelihood opportunities were the two most important development problems 
for the majority of people in each study site. As the study communities belong to traditionally 
marginalised and highly disadvantaged rural communities of Nepal, it is understandable that they are 
in constant threat of livelihood crisis. 
In the Fishers’ case, they were made vulnerable by lack of access to their traditional means of 
livelihood – fishing and gathering – due to the establishment of the National Park. Though the forced 
denial of customary rights to resources in their territory was the principal cause of their injustice and 
livelihoods crisis, there were clearly intergenerational differences regarding perceived solutions to 
the problem. For the older generation, fishing and gathering provided not only their major source of 
food and income, but also emotional, cultural and spiritual ties with their natural environment. The 
uninterrupted customary right to resources was their primary development concern; however, 
younger villagers aged below 30 with formal education argued that fishing and gathering alone would 
no longer suffice to maintain their livelihoods. They envisaged other ‘forward-looking approaches’ 
for managing their livelihood crisis, such as employment opportunities in the growing tourism sector. 
They demanded increased investment in education and training for youth and rehabilitation of their 
community with appropriate alternative means of livelihood. 
In the case of the Chepangs, nearly 60% of households had no official entitlement to land they had 
been cultivating for years. Irrespective of gender and age, their overwhelming concern was for formal 
entitlement to their land as the means of livelihood security. The older generation also raised concerns 
about the fading cultural traditions of hunting, gathering, slash and burn agriculture, and related 
collective practices such as parma (mutual labour exchange) as part of the reason for their livelihoods 
crisis. The younger Chepangs emphasised the need for education, training and skills improvement to 
enable them to grab employment opportunities outside their territories. They were also worried about 
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economic exploitation rooted in the traditional client-patron relationship of Chepangs with local 
higher caste peoples. For a few households who held some flat lands in the foothills and river basin, 
irrigation was the primary aspiration of development. 
In the Dalits’ case, land entitlement was the primary concern only for those few who lived in 
unregistered public land. An unfair tenancy relationship with the non-Dalit landlords was the main 
issue of livelihood security for most Dalit peoples. Almost all Dalit households were either cultivating 
landlords’ plots under a tenancy agreement (though a few had their own lands too), or were landless 
wage workers working for the landlords. Dalits perceived that there were unfair dealings in wage 
rates and in the terms and conditions of the share cropping agreement34, with both issues being rooted 
in caste-based discrimination and domination. Of the three case studies, only the Dalit respondents 
raised the issue of caste-based discrimination and domination as an important aspect that resulted in 
limited opportunities of livelihood for them on the one hand, and institutionalised the exploitative 
patron-client economic relationship on the other. They had to organise protest campaigns against the 
unfair wages offered to them, forcing the landlords to employ standard wage rates. The campaigns 
also helped to correct to some extent the unfair terms and conditions imposed on sharecropping 
tenants by the landlords. Hence, caste-based discrimination was not only an issue of dignity for Dalits 
but was also connected with their livelihood security.  
It is important to emphasise here that caste discrimination manifests in the severe form of 
untouchability with the Dalit peoples, while the other two study communities do not face such harsh 
treatment in society even though they also fall into lower categories in the caste hierarchy. The patron-
client economic relationship and associated exploitation were issues raised by Chepang participants 
also, but did not emerge among Fishers. This showed that Fishers had a relatively independent 
economic system and less assimilation with other communities as compared with the two other study 
communities. 
It was interesting to see how gender differences reflected in perceived development priorities. Dalit 
males perceived irrigation as a major limiting factor to their progress, while female respondents were 
more concerned about fair wages and equal pay to men for agricultural wage works. Female 
                                                 
34 The villagers revealed that they had to follow several obligations beyond the standard terms and conditions of share 
cropping agreements. For example, they had to remain bonded with the landlord for household and other farm works for 
which the landlord never paid standard wage rates. Due to this obligation they had to give up other income opportunities. 
189 
respondents were also concerned about income-generating opportunities, access to agricultural 
extension and support services.  
Fisher women were more concerned with the gathering opportunities while their male counterparts 
raised issues of skills and employment. Female respondents in all three case study communities were 
positive towards NGO interventions primarily because they provided them with opportunity to 
engage with the wider community. Meanwhile, male respondents were mostly critical of the NGOs 
for a variety of reasons including the perceived self-preservation goals of NGO executives,  
As compared with Chepangs and Fishers, Dalits had better access to cultivable land under their share 
cropping agreements. Therefore, the immediate concerns for most of them were irrigation, fair terms 
and condition in share cropping agreements, and technical support services in farming. For Chepangs 
road connectivity was their paramount livelihood concern as their settlements were isolated in 
difficult hill terrain, unlike the other two study communities located in flat areas with road connection. 
To summarise the major similarities and dissimilarities across the three case studies, the villagers 
were increasingly facing livelihood crises, and this issue emerged as the number one priority for all 
three communities. The perceived causes of the crises among Chepangs and Fishers mainly included 
denied access to and control over resources, while for Dalits the prominent cause was related to 
discrimination, exploitative socio-economic relationships, and exclusionary practices on the part of 
support services. 
7.2.1.2 Equity, justice and dignity 
The second issue with respect to the development aspirations of marginalised communities was 
related to identity, respect, equity and justice. Dalit participants overwhelmingly perceived that caste-
based discrimination was pervasive, though often in subtle forms, despite legal protection against it. 
Therefore, they were concerned about dignity and respect in community affairs including 
participation in development programs. The issue of discrimination and domination is a socio-cultural 
construct and therefore the solutions should apparently be found in socio-cultural transformation. 
However, the villagers and also the development workers at a local level widely perceived that 
improved economic status and ‘awareness’ of Dalit people would better help them overcome this 
problem. Therefore, the solutions they sought for this problem also reflected in livelihood security 
measures such as fair terms and conditions in land tenancy, employment opportunities and skills 
training, and educational and ‘awareness raising’ interventions. Most respondents highlighted the 
need to raise awareness among Dalit people regarding legal protection against caste-based 
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discrimination; however, a few respondents (particularly the educated youth activists) viewed this 
another way. They argued that non-Dalit people who still dominated Dalits on the basis of caste 
needed to be sensitised through educational and awareness programs. There were no such programs 
that they knew of in practice.  
Fishers and Chepangs were once masters of their own territory, but today most are either landless 
wage workers or marginal cultivators. Villagers in both study sites were concerned about their 
community identity and recognition of their rights to ancestral lands, respect and justice. The research 
participants frequently claimed their right to be involved in the process of policy development at their 
local level. They sought development interventions built on their traditional socio-cultural and 
political institutions and practices that would best cater to their priority aspirations. They demanded 
adequate compensation for their lost territory and recognition of their customary rights to resources. 
They sought meaningful representation in local level resource governance, and in social and political 
institutions.  
Fishers had ongoing organised resistance against the state policies of restrictions on fishing and 
gathering in their territory, particularly after the establishment of Chitwan National Park in the early 
1970s. They had been successful in reclaiming some of their rights, such as ‘fishing licenses’, out of 
their collective struggle in the past 10 years. Chepangs had also successfully defended their 
indigenous ways of life in the past generally by withdrawing to the hinterlands if not by fierce 
resistance to the forces of modernity. However, given the growing interface of both communities with 
state and non-state development interventions, particularly after the restoration of democratic polity 
in 1990, they were gradually being caught up by the influences of the market economy and liberal 
ideas that undermined their traditional ways of life in varying degrees.  
The villagers, particularly the community leaders of Chepangs and Fishers, expressed grave concerns 
relating to recognition of their customary rights to resources, indigenous identity and autonomy of 
their own rule in their territory. Chepangs, who occupied a relatively large geographical area with 
concentrated settlements as compared to Fishers, demanded that their traditional territory be made an 
autonomous region of self-governance for better influence in development decisions. Fishers, 
however, were mainly concerned about customary rights to resources in their traditional territory. As 
the most disadvantaged group due to socio-cultural injustices and discrimination, Dalits sought strong 
legal protection of their right to live in dignity. 
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7.2.1.3 Education and conscientisation 
It is important to emphasise here that conscientisation was the most common aspiration across all 
three case study settings. People apparently perceived it as a ‘magic’ solution to all sorts of problems 
they were facing. For example, Dalits viewed improving awareness as an effective solution to 
pervasive discrimination against them, while both Fishers and Chepangs highlighted better education 
and awareness among themselves as a prerequisite for their improved dignity and socio-economic 
development. People also sought awareness raising, training and skill improvement for tapping 
alternative opportunities to make a livelihood. 
Villagers expressed an understanding of their problems and potential solutions, as reflected in their 
aspirations discussed in the preceding two sections for secured livelihood, and greater equity, justice 
and dignity. Still, they consistently pointed out that they required improved awareness of options to 
enhance their situation. This notion of ‘inadequate awareness’ on the part of the villagers is probably 
influenced by hegemonic ideas of development that emphasise inadequacies in personal capacities 
such as education, skills and attitudes as the central problem of development of poor and socially 
marginalised groups. This attitude, perpetuated historically by development workers and other elites, 
was ingrained among the villagers, who often reproduced the same narrative when discussing their 
development aspirations.  
7.2.2 Community engagement in development 
As discussed in section 7.2.1, the prevailing ideas of development broadly encompassed a strong 
economic orientation. However, the communities’ ‘felt-needs’ discussed in the subsequent section 
reflected much broader concerns, including access to resources and opportunities and overcoming 
caste/ethnicity-based biases, discrimination and injustices that endured the roots of socio-cultural, 
historical and political processes. Marginalised people engaged in community development processes 
in two domains: autonomously steered collective action (endogenous initiatives), and through 
participation in externally induced development projects. The modes of engagement were generally 
in three distinct forms: accommodation, negotiation, and resistance. 
7.2.2.1 Domains of engagement 
Endogenous initiatives 
In the absence of external development interventions, marginalised people traditionally engaged in 
various forms of collective action aimed at improving the socio-economic, cultural and material 
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wellbeing of the community. Chepangs and Fishers in the past had traditional forms of social 
organisation, headed by Chautarias (village headmen) who governed common property resources, 
enforced cultural norms and behaviour, maintained communal harmony, and acted as the community 
representative to negotiate with state and other outside actors. Both communities had egalitarian 
social values and approaches to community problems and enjoyed self-fulfilling collective life in the 
past. There are other collective institutions such as parma among Chepangs that help them to fulfil 
high demands of labour required for traditional farming practices in swidden lands of the rugged hill 
slopes. Though apparently an exploitative relationship, still Chepangs have traditionally maintained 
trading and economic ties with non-Chepang elites, as their patronage has been Chepangs’ principal 
means of coping with the recurrent risks associated with food shortages and livelihood crises. 
Dalits have culturally been forced to do the menial jobs in the community; however, they have 
constantly resisted the stigma and subordination associated with the caste-based professions, mostly 
in subtle forms such as refusal to carry out such jobs promptly. They had also been forced to make 
bonded labour relationships with high-caste elites to maintain their subsistence. They collectively 
resisted the inhumane practices associated with this system and the government recently declared it 
an illegal practice. 
In many instances marginalised peoples had spontaneously organised to cope with threats to their 
livelihood security and dignity. Fishers had organised the entire community to protest against the 
forceful eviction from their traditional territory and source of livelihood (fishing and foraging) due to 
the establishment of Chitwan National Park. Dalit youths in study villages voluntarily initiated 
community organisation and sensitisation campaigns against caste-based discrimination and 
oppression prevalent at a local level and encouraged villagers to collectively refuse the forceful 
allocation of despised jobs such as disposal of the dead animals. Dalits have increasingly refused to 
adopt traditional caste-based low-grade professions such as leather tanning.  
While engaging in such actions, marginalised peoples adopted multiple strategies. In most cases 
people used subtle forms of resistance. For example, Fishers continued fishing and gathering practices 
despite strict conservation policies and practices. They simply cheated the security guards by avoiding 
their regular patrols. In cases of encounter with the security guards they tried to influence them 
through some form of bribery, such as giving them free fish. In a few cases, Fisher women developed 
love affairs with the security personnel so that they could get easy access to park resources. The 
villagers reported dozens of children born out of such relationships with security personnel in the 
study villages. Chepangs generally adopted an avoidance strategy to counter the oppression of 
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dominant groups. Similarly, they also continue their traditional slash and burn agriculture in remote 
hinterlands where the law enforcement agencies have limited attention and action.  
In recent years, marginalised people have increasingly been engaged in the political actions of 
lobbying and advocacy; campaigns such as sit-in protests, demonstrations and mass rallies; and 
building alliances with NGOs, media, political actors and civil society to protest against domination, 
exclusion and dispossession of their traditional territory and resources. They have sufficiently created 
alternative narratives to challenge the mainstream wisdom and socio-cultural practices. For example, 
Dalit people constantly claim that there is no one pure or impure by birth, and no job is specified by 
one’s birth status. Fishers and Chepangs have raised issues of the recognition of customary rights to 
resources and demanded adequate compensation for historical injustices to their communities.  
 These efforts primarily steered by community organisations have scored some remarkable 
achievements. First, they garnered support from various constituencies of state and civil society 
organisations. Second, they strengthened their social profile, which empowered them to better 
negotiate with government authorities on everyday affairs at a local level and for lobbying to pursue 
their interest in national policies and legislations. Third, state policies and practices have also 
gradually been changed to some extent to accommodate their concerns (e.g. Fishers are now granted 
conditional fishing licenses). 
Engagement in externally introduced development initiatives  
Both public agencies and NGOs have implemented community development programs targeted at 
marginalised communities. However, there has been considerable misalignment and conflict of 
interest and priority amidst those interventions. Villagers in the study communities consistently felt 
that the nature and processes of most community development interventions fit poorly with their own 
contexts and aspirations. Dalits, for example, overwhelmingly expressed the need to overcome caste-
based discrimination and domination as a priority concern, but not a single development NGO out of 
more than a dozen working with them in the study villages for the past 20 years had specifically 
targeted this issue. Most had instead focused on expanding farm-based and non-farm income 
generating opportunities through saving and credit programs. 
The endogenous initiatives that primarily aimed to overcome structural injustices had also gradually 
been co-opted by more liberal agendas once the villagers started to collaborate with development 
agencies. For example, the Fishers’ struggle to defend their customary rights to resources was an 
entirely endogenous initiative at the beginning. The Fishers themselves organised and started the 
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protest campaigns against the sanctions of National Park authorities when they were caught while 
fishing and gathering in the River Narayani and the forest around it which is their traditional territory. 
In these protests Fishers from every village voluntarily mobilised when an incident happened with 
any member of the community. As soon as they collaborated with the NGOs their protests became a 
formal program sanctioned by the supporting NGO, and community participation became limited to 
the ‘selected leaders’ and NGO staff instead of the grassroots people. The community leaders mostly 
engaged in project meetings, delegations and report writing and detached from the community base. 
In the name of networking and alliance building, encouraged by NGOs, Fishers engaged with diverse 
interest groups affected by the National Park with different agendas ranging from crop depredation 
by wild animals to obstruction of physical infrastructure works due to conservation laws of the 
National Park. Although these issues had relevance for them, they would not secure uninterrupted 
access to fishing and gathering. Unfortunately, the Fishers’ fundamental concerns were gradually 
side-lined. Moreover, the National Park authorities began to treat the Fishers’ cause as an NGO-
instigated nuisance. 
Several development agencies have worked in the poor Fisher communities with different programs 
ranging from educational support to livelihood improvements; however, none of these programs 
brought any significant changes to their standard of living, rather they helped to further entrench 
centralised control over their territory and resources, thus causing further marginalisation.  
Fishers are still excluded from leadership roles in groups that govern the development decisions, such 
as the Buffer Zone Development Council and Buffer Zone Users Committees. These bodies have 
been captured by the local elites and rarely make any decisions in favour of the Fishers. Instead, they 
effectively acted as safeguards to the National Park boundary. Before the introduction of the Buffer 
Zone Development Programs at least Fishers managed their daily subsistence by sneaking out to the 
river and the forest, eluding the occasional patrols of National Park guards. Since the Buffer Zone 
Users’ Committees were formed at village level they have acted as effective gatekeepers to bar 
occasional fishing and gathering by the Fishers. The development programs of the NGOs also 
consistently persuaded them to find alternative means of livelihood in farm-based or non-farm income 
opportunities, thus diverting them from their fundamental goal of secured access to resources.  
Marginalised peoples have never been the passive recipients of development interventions that 
external agencies imposed on them; rather they variously resisted, accommodated and negotiated with 
the actors involved in community development processes to make best use of the interventions 
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according to their contextual realities. The case study data showed that marginalised peoples 
responded to the development interventions as discussed below. 
7.2.2.2 Modes of engagement 
Accommodation 
The villagers in all three study sites disclosed that the mainstream development interventions of both 
the public and NGO sectors were largely irrelevant to their contextual realities; the programs mainly 
focused on an economic agenda and ignored the resource and cultural constraints of the marginalised 
people. Mostly the programs served only to divert villagers from their fundamental concerns 
regarding claims to resources and rights to a dignified living. Nevertheless, the villagers mostly 
conformed in principle with the development programs, simply because they did not want to lose any 
benefits brought to their communities, no matter how feeble or irrelevant they might be. Their apathy 
towards some of the programs was evident; for example, a Chepang woman described a three-day 
NGO training on vegetable farming as a waste of time, as more than 80% of the training participants 
had no appropriate land to grow the vegetables. The same story was told by Fishers urged to attend 
mushroom cultivation and gender equity training. Another example was the community fish ponds in 
Shergunj. The Buffer Zone Development Program supported the Fishers to construct and run the 
ponds as an alternative to fishing in the River Narayani. The fish ponds received cash support from 
the program every year, but the villagers had little enthusiasm for fish cultivation in artificial ponds 
that required extra input, cultivation skills and effort that they could ill afford. Moreover, the income 
from these ponds did not suffice for household requirements, and there was zero compensation for 
the costs of giving up the joys and cultural significance of fishing in natural environments. The 
villagers harvested fewer fish in terms of cash income every year than what they invested through the 
Buffer Zone Development Program on the fish ponds. This clearly showed the indifference of the 
villagers toward the program despite the fact that they accepted and accommodated the intervention. 
Negotiation 
Marginalised people constantly negotiate with different actors while engaging in community affairs 
in order to pursue their interests. For example, despite the strict enforcement of laws preventing 
fishing in the River Narayani over more than 40 years, and despite the efforts of many development 
agencies to divert Fishers from their traditional livelihood to modern ones, fishing remains widely in 
practice. Chepangs have also continued their traditional swidden agricultural practices on the hill 
slopes and forest fringes despite the prevention bylaws. Both Fishers and Chepangs still widely forage 
for wild fruits, shoots, medicinal herbs and other non-timber forest products (NTFP) from nearby 
forests. These illegal activities were possible most of the time because the marginalised peoples 
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negotiated with the authorities concerned to ignore their activities. Further, they influenced the 
enforcement authorities through small gifts, good rapport, personal intimacy and even bribery.  
Resistance 
Marginalised people have long protested against the development interventions that threaten their 
economic systems, cultural practices and livelihoods. The Chepangs, for example, were encouraged 
and supported to establish a marketing cooperative by the development NGOs. They established the 
cooperative, but most households continued their traditional economic relationship with the local 
merchants rather than establishing a new trading system through their cooperative. Although they 
stood to gain financially from the cooperative, for reasons other than economic advantage they chose 
to maintain their traditional trading system. In another instance, the Fishers of Shergunj and Baghkhor 
refused to participate in a home stay business development program proposed under the Buffer Zone 
Development Program as it did not fit within their socio-economic and cultural context. Endogenous 
initiatives of the marginalised peoples, including Dalit youths’ efforts to sensitise villagers to refuse 
the despised jobs and Fishers’ struggles to secure fishing and gathering rights, are illuminating 
examples of their engagements to resist the dominant social order. To sum up, the data showed that 
marginalised peoples were not the passive objects of development. They are neither inferior nor 
ignorant of their situation. They have their own world view and smart strategies for a better future. 
They engage in community development processes not only as ‘actors’ capable of influencing the 
development outcomes, but as ‘agents’ steering the overall change processes. 
7.3 Empowerment implications of development 
In the previous section I discussed the different ways that marginalised people engage in community 
development. The case studies data suggested that both state and non-state agencies, particularly the 
NGOs, have increasingly invested resources into participatory processes aimed at empowering and 
developing traditionally marginalised communities. As part of this process there has been an 
explosion of participatory forums at a local level, including users’ groups, multipurpose cooperatives, 
microenterprises groups (such as vegetable growers, fish growers, poultry farmers), savings and credit 
groups/cooperatives, and several specific interest or identity groups and organisations such as women 
rights groups, individual Dalit, Fishers’ and Chepang organisations, land rights groups, and 
indigenous rights groups. 
Most of these community organisations have been established and promoted as part of the 
development interventions of the government agencies and NGOs; however, a few of them such as 
the Fishers’ community organisation (MMBKSS), were formed by the marginalised peoples 
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themselves as an endogenous initiative for collective action on various socio-political and cultural 
affairs at a local level. As marginalised peoples have been engaged in development programs through 
these organisations for many years, the following questions can be asked as to their efficacy: What is 
the significance of these grassroots organisations in terms of empowerment of traditionally 
marginalised communities? Do these organisations really open up new spaces for the excluded 
peoples to have greater voices and influence over development decisions? Do these new spaces of 
participation shift social relationships of power in favour of the marginalised peoples and 
communities? Does the increased participation help to transform patterns of exclusion and socio-
economic and cultural injustice, or does it simply turn out to be the mechanism to maintain the status 
quo?  Drawing on the case study data, there emerged three broad areas (Table 23) of development 
processes in which marginalised peoples engaged and experienced either positive or negative 
influence in terms of their empowerment. I elaborate on various aspects of their engagements in 
respective areas and associated empowerment implications at personal, inter-personal and community 
levels below. 
TABLE 23: Marginalised peoples’ engagement in development and empowerment  
Empowering implications Disempowering implications 
Participatory processes and practices  
Increased spaces for active participation 
Perception of meaningful engagements in 
development processes affecting them 
Sense of increased voice in development 
decisions 
Transformative participation 
Tokenistic and manipulative 
participation 
Apprehension, persistent feelings 
of subordination and domination 
Dismissive attitudes and benign 
neglect of their voices 
Persistent sense of powerlessness  
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Capacity building 
Increased knowledge, skills and critical 
consciousness  
Undoing internalised oppressions 
Increased access to development 
resources and services 
Increased respect/recognition among 
government and other stakeholders  
Inclusion of the actors and issues of 
marginalised communities in public 
institutions and policies 
Increased dependency on external 
resources and knowledge guidance 
Hostility; socio-economic and 
political reprisals at local level 
Negative state responses  
Ineffective representation of the 
issues and actors of marginalised 
communities in public policies and 
institutions 
Community organisation, leadership, solidarity and collective action 
Development of local leadership 
Leading transformation  
Increased solidarity among community 
members  
Networking alliance building 
Increased sense of collective power to 
shared social action 
Increased activities of resistance, 
lobbying and advocacy in favour of 
marginalised peoples 
Co-optation of the leadership 
Resources misappropriation 
Weakened solidarity among the 
community members 
Subversion of dissenting voices 
and weakened collective action  
Dilution of the community’s 
priority concerns in development 
agenda 
7.3.1 Participatory processes: Tokenistic, manipulative or transformative?  
Marginalised peoples in all three study communities were found to appreciate their increasing 
involvement in community development programs; however, they frequently came across the issue 
of ‘meaningful participation’ in the development processes. It is hard to precisely define and measure 
‘meaningful participation’, as different respondents had different parameters by which they valued 
their participation. Some common elements were identified in the data that most people valued, 
including adequate information flow, recognition, dignified representation, respect of their voices in 
meetings, and opportunities to influence the decisions in favour of their communities.  
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The data shows an increasing trend of state and non-state development agencies to involve 
marginalised people in development programs over the years, particularly due to the political changes 
of 1990. Nepal entered into a new era of pluralism and open expression in 1990, when the Peoples 
Power Revolution ousted the long-standing autocratic rule of the monarch and established a 
multiparty democratic political system. The internal political changes of 1990 coincided with the 
global trend of changing approaches in community development practices that emphasised people-
centric bottom-up approaches instead of the traditional top-down technocratic approaches.  
Both the NGOs and government departments in rural Nepal seek peoples’ participation through the 
formation of users’ groups at the implementation stage of development programs. Hence, hundreds 
of community groups have been formed by various government departments and the NGOs at a 
grassroots level, including saving and credit groups, forest users, buffer zone users, water users, 
mothers, sustainable agriculture, vegetable growers, goat raising, pig raising, poultry, fisheries and 
animal husbandry groups. These social organisations generally have a two-tier institutional structure 
– General Body (GB) and Executive Committee (EC). The GB constitutes potentially all households 
in the village covered by the program, and the EC of the organisation contains between nine and 
eleven active members selected either voluntarily or by electing a chairperson, vice-chairperson, 
secretary, treasurer and executive members. 
It was interesting to discover that all individuals interviewed for this research were members of 
between three and seven different community/users’ groups/organisations at a local level. However, 
few respondents were confident that many of these groups were active in a functional sense. 
Particularly, women respondents in all three study communities commonly perceived that their 
participation in user groups was purely symbolic, as they had no power to influence development 
decisions. Therefore they were not motivated to regularly attend group meetings, but they wished to 
keep their names on the record so that they did not miss out when development agency representatives 
turned up wanting to address the group regarding anything potentially useful for them.  
The villagers were generally invited to be involved in group activities while the development 
programs were being implemented, for purposes such as technical training, awareness raising 
campaigns, saving and credit schemes or in construction of a community building, flood control 
checking dams, school buildings or drinking water supply schemes. In some instances peoples found 
it frustrating to participate in the development processes. Dalits consistently pointed out that they still 
experienced discrimination and domination by the powerful non-Dalit members in their everyday life, 
including in participatory processes. Dalits in general felt that their voices were rarely heard and 
included in any decision-making process. For example, a Dalit youth activist who chaired the Ward 
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Citizens’ Forum had had disappointing experiences of non-cooperation by the non-Dalit members in 
the committee due to his low caste status. As a result he frequently encountered difficulties in running 
the regular affairs of the group, let alone in making any substantial decisions in favour of his own 
community.  
The Fishers perceived that their participation in community development programs, particularly in 
the Buffer Zone Development Program, was manipulated, as the User Committees were seen to 
simply agree with National Park authorities. They argued that most discussions held during 
committee meetings related to ‘protection’ of National Park resources, such as regulating firewood 
and thatch grass collection from the forest, and persuading Fishers’ not to fish in the River Narayani. 
All these attempts were fundamentally against their interests. For them, the sole aim of Buffer Zone 
Users’ Committees (BZUCs) was to prevent them from fishing. They largely perceived the BZUCs 
as local agents of the park administration. For Chepangs, users’ group meetings were merely a 
platform for outside ‘experts’ to dispense advice, rather than being an opportunity for villagers to 
express their concerns. In most cases their role in the ‘participatory processes’ was just to listen to 
the outside experts or development staff regarding the upcoming programs. The development 
agencies organised them into users groups to ‘educate’ them about modernity and to create a popular 
base for the smooth implementation of the development programs. The villagers believed that 
development agencies promoted users groups as a showcase to prove that marginalised peoples were 
involved in their programs, but in fact the agencies hardly shared anything beforehand about the 
programs with the people. The people accepted their association with the groups simply for a sense 
of inclusion or to get some benefits from the development. The users’ groups’ in practice had become 
the stage for outside experts to persuade the villagers according to their wishes, not the other way 
round. 
Most of the women respondents felt participation came at a cost, especially when the specific 
activities had little relevance to their felt needs. The time they spent engaging in such programs was 
time taken away from paid employment opportunities. Some felt overburdened by the number of 
meetings they were supposed to be attending. As an example of efforts to combat this, Dalit women 
in Somani Village decided to hold general meetings once in a month under a shade tree in the middle 
of the village, and invited all development agencies to discuss their agenda. They arranged for staff 
of different development agencies to discuss their concerns one by one in an allocated time frame. 
Despite this, they still found it difficult to manage time to attend the meetings, as they had to give up 
household chores and wage works of the day and it was not possible for every member to do so. 
Despite their frustrating experiences, still women were found to be enthusiastic about participation in 
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development programs. This enthusiasm would be enhanced if the participatory processes had 
addressed the factors of marginalisation and exclusion. But there was no evidence to illustrate such 
an outcome. The broader point is that, while participatory development processes would ideally 
address exclusion, nevertheless marginalised peoples were co-opted and enthusiastic about 
development even if it did not address exclusion, but because it provided ‘gifts’ and resources.  
An example where an NGO addressed exclusion, and the participatory process was transformative 
for participants, was when the Fishers organised protest campaigns supported by a development NGO 
(pseudo named NGX) during the early years of their activism. The community leaders learned 
persuading skills and effective protest tactics for their cause through these processes. This gave them 
confidence, enhanced negotiation skills and enabled them to engage effectively in community 
mobilisation, lobbying and advocacy. Interestingly, here the NGO supported the ongoing activities 
of the community rather than introducing a pre-planned time-bound project or program. The Fisher 
leaders steered the programs and the outside experts associated with the NGO simply helped them to 
understand the injustices pertaining to conservation laws and practices and to acquire better skills to 
organise their events, while seated at the back.  
7.3.2 Capacity building: individualising socio-political problems? 
A key characteristic of all community development initiatives involved investment in capacity 
development of individuals and groups at a local level. Though there may be variations in 
understanding what constitutes capacity building, the community development programs in Nepal 
generally emphasise human capital development as the foundation of capacity building. The 
development of human capital was perceived as the participation of local people in ‘awareness 
raising’ and/or skill improvement training, exposure visits, workshops and meetings. These were seen 
as ways through which participants acquired new skills, knowledge and attitudes leading to increased 
human and social capital. The implicit idea behind these programs is that the marginalised peoples 
have inadequate abilities at personal or familial levels, and development programs fill the void.  
Marginalised peoples in all three study communities took part in various training and workshops run 
by development NGOs in their villages that provided information on saving and credit schemes, 
improved farming and livestock practices, embroidery, carpentry, masonry, general cleanliness in 
their locality, personal health and hygiene and also in issues such as marginalised peoples’ rights. 
Although the respondents generally spoke enthusiastically about the importance of skill improvement 
and the information they gained through the training programs, there was little reflection among them 
about the implications of these ‘knowledge and skill’ interventions in their everyday life.  
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It was evident that there was considerable disconnection between what the development agencies 
offered for ‘capacity development’ of the villagers, and what the people achieved in reality. One 
typical example of such disconnection was the case of training programs provided by an NGO to the 
Fishers where the participants spent three days in gender training that aimed to sensitise them towards 
the importance of the joint ownership of land entitlements between husband and wife in a family. It 
was a frustrating experience for most participants as they did not have any land entitlements to begin 
with. Another NGO provided mushroom cultivation training which was totally irrelevant for them as 
they lacked adequate room to grow the mushrooms. In the same way, Chepangs also felt disillusioned 
by development agencies repeatedly providing training programs on vegetable farming when they 
lacked not only adequate land for vegetable growing but also other inputs required for the enterprise. 
One respondent’s frustration in this regard was a heart touching expression that showed the clear 
disjuncture between the capacity development interventions and the peoples’ reality. She stated: 
We live in the stony hill tops; still they (development NGOs) invite us in vegetable training and, 
see, they give us the seeds. Probably they think the seeds germinate in stones (CCP5). 
Though few in number, there were instances where the skill improvement training helped participants 
to gain new skills and find alternative means of livelihood. Some Fisher youths were able to find 
driving jobs in nearby towns after they received driving training support from an NGO. At least three 
Dalit women were able to set up a beauty parlour training and service centre to run training sessions 
for other after they were trained and provided with seed money to start the business. Similarly, a few 
Chepangs were also successful in vegetable farming, goat raising or small scale poultry farming after 
they were supported by various NGOs through training and input provision. 
Despite such occasional success stories, the majority of villagers were not able to gain any substantial 
changes from these types of capacity building interventions in their everyday struggle to make a 
secured and dignified living. Even for the households who perceived themselves as successful in 
making substantial changes, it was not clear for them in terms of the impacts on their existing social 
relationships. There was no clear evidence that they felt greater dignity than before in terms of their 
caste and ethnicity status in society or if their collective voice was heard by other stakeholders.  
Mostly the NGOs focused on ‘awareness raising’ or skill enhancement that over-emphasised the 
‘individual as unit of change’. This discouraged collective action against caste and ethnicity-based 
domination and exploitation in the community. It is in fact a de-politicised way of thinking about 
development that missed the broader understanding of the historical, socio-cultural and political 
processes of exclusion and marginalisation of the study communities. The interventions may have 
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worked to some extent towards developing individual capacities, but lacked conscious efforts to 
create a favourable situation to exercise the capacities of the marginalised peoples to overcome 
structural inequities and injustices.  
7.3.3 Community building, solidarity and action 
The case study results illustrate that marginalised peoples’ engagements in development programs 
have implications for community organisation, solidarity and collective action. As discussed in the 
beginning of this section, most of the community organisations were induced and promoted by the 
external agencies as part of the development interventions. Only a few, such as the Fishers’ 
community organisation MMBKSS and Dalit rights groups, were originally conceived, organised and 
mobilised by the marginalised peoples themselves. The latter groups also came into contact with the 
development NGOs as soon as they were established, however, and evolved through financial support 
and technical guidance of the development NGOs over the years. The data revealed serious concerns 
about the purpose and sustainability of community groups promoted by the development agencies. 
The instrumental approaches of development agencies to form community organisations and the 
subsequent processes of professionalisation and bureaucratisation had variable implications on local 
leaderships, community solidarity and collective action in study communities. 
The case studies data shows that development NGOs formed marginalised peoples’ groups and 
organisations largely to smooth the path towards implementation of specific project activities that the 
agencies had chosen to introduce to the villages. The community organisations require a maturation 
period (e.g. for familiarity of processes) for sustained functioning; however, project-based organising 
generally involves a short time frame. As a result, once the specific project period is over the group 
is left immature and becomes non-functional.  
To illustrate the opposite process at work, a number of Dalit peoples organised a village-level activist 
committee with the primary aim of sustained campaigns against local caste-based discrimination and 
exploitation as part of the community development project of an NGO. Under this project, almost all 
Dalit households from three study Village Development Committees (VDCs) as well as 12 other 
adjoining VDCs were formally organised in Dalit rights groups. The group members were regularly 
sensitised against caste-based discrimination and economic exploitation at a local level. It was the 
first and only intervention that really helped Dalits to unite and succeed in achieving some tangible 
results such as increased wage rates and reduced discriminatory practices in public places. Dalits were 
empowered to refuse the despised jobs that were culturally imposed on them. 
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Another project-bound initiative captured popular imagination, but ended with the termination of the 
project. The same NGO later introduced a project with the objective of forming and mobilising Dalit 
women into groups for creating savings and credit schemes. Though one or two savings and credit 
cooperatives were established and functional in the study villages, they were not created with the 
intention of building a community organisation and mobilising the marginalised people against the 
socio-cultural and structural injustices that disadvantaged them.  
In the case of the already existing collective organisation of the Fishers, Majhi Mushahar Bote Kalyan 
Sewa Samiti (MMBKSS), engagement with the NGOs did contribute to its institutional and 
professional development. MMBKSS was established in 1992 and has been operating from its own 
office building with a well-developed set-up for about the last 10 years with the support of several 
development NGOs. MMBKSS has developed standard organisational rules, regulations and 
operating procedures and good documentation of the activities undertaken. All staff are capable of 
writing development proposals, negotiating with the supporting NGOs, program implementation, 
monitoring reporting and financial management. Another positive case involved Dalit youths who 
started community organising voluntarily in 2006, and have now registered their organisation as a 
local NGO with support from an international NGO. The local NGO has developed a working 
relationship with some other NGOs to secure funds for supporting Dalits in the study villages. 
Chepangs also have a multipurpose cooperative with a well-established marketing infrastructure and 
office buildings in Shaktikhor, Chitwan, worth millions of rupees. Thus NGOs have played a key role 
in transforming some marginalised peoples’ organisations from the autonomous, loosely structured 
formations of the early days of their activism to more professionalised organisations. 
Thanks to these professional community organisations, marginalised peoples have accessed 
development resources and gained considerable recognition among wider audiences through their 
engagement in development programs. MBKSS, for example, is now working with an annual 10 
million rupee-budget for the development of Fishers. It has been involved in various forums at a local 
level including policy dialogue with respect to conservation and development. Fishers, through 
MMBKSS, have also networked and made alliances with other organisations working in similar areas, 
such as the National Forum of Protected Areas Affected Peoples, National Land Rights Forum, Dam 
Affected Peoples Forum, and Indigenous Peoples Federation.  
At the same time, despite good progress in infrastructure, professionalism, networking and growing 
recognition, in more recent years community organisations have ironically begun to lose their 
capacity to promote solidarity and effectively mobilise community members for the common good. 
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Fisher community leaders were frustrated about the difficulties in gathering people even for their own 
annual conference, if not the advocacy, lobbying and protest campaigns. 
As soon as MMBKSS accessed development resources through NGOs, a few professionally trained 
cadres emerged as paid staff to lead the programs set by the NGOs. Unlike in the past, when entire 
Fisher communities mobilised for their common cause, a few delegates began to represent the 
communities along with the NGO executives. In several instances, NGOs and project staff advocated 
on behalf of ‘ignorant’ Fishers and displaced them from collective participation in policy advocacy 
and social struggles. In later years most of their resistance movements and policy advocacy campaigns 
were planned and executed by NGOs involving selected leaders from the community. The NGO 
executives led the delegation meetings to the National Park Headquarters, Department of National 
Parks and Wildlife Conservation and the Forest Ministry on behalf of Fishers and other victims. This 
led to frustration, mistrust and jealousy among community members, as only a few got the opportunity 
to benefit from cash incentives and recognition through the development programs. The collaboration 
with external agencies including NGOs thus gradually blunted the voluntary spirit of the community 
and weakened the mutual trust and interdependence among the villagers.  
Fishers in the beginning organised big protest campaigns, mobilising entire fishing communities even 
in cases of a single incidence of atrocity, such as a boat seizure or physical assault by security 
personnel. The villagers voluntarily joined in such campaigns as everyone was affected and there was 
no external assistance to support their cause. Now, tackling state atrocities against Fisher peoples had 
become the responsibility of project staff. Gradually the salaried staff began to develop a rapport with 
the National Park authorities so that they would be able to tackle such an incident via telephone 
whenever they became busy in other affairs of the development project. Thus, MMBKSS and its 
leaders are now limited to rescuing the persons who are caught by security personnel while illegally 
fishing and foraging inside the park boundary: the broader issue of defending customary rights to 
resources has effectively been sidelined.  
While promoting networks, NGOs encouraged MMBKSS to join hands with other campaigns across 
the country. In such networking campaigns other powerful actors of society with a different agenda 
took more stakes than the poor Fishers. As a result, wider issues related to the conflicts between local 
residents and conservation, such as crop depredation due to wild animals, and obstructions in certain 
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development activities35 due to conservation laws, were given priority. These were important issues, 
but less relevant for the Fishers.  
The young Fisher leaders with a formal academic background had been gradually co-opted by 
mainstream thinking and begun to value a modern outlook regarding their development problems, as 
they frequently interacted with outside experts, conservation specialists and development executives 
associated with public bureaucracy, and NGOs. This diverted them from the struggle to secure 
customary rights of the community to local resources, to expanding alternative options of livelihoods. 
As apparent in the project activities, MMBKSS has been focusing more on expanding farm-based 
and non-farm employment opportunities and less on defending the customary rights to resources in 
later years. Traditionally river people, most Fishers have insufficient or no land to cultivate, and have 
no cultural convention of farming or most other jobs. 
The Fishers’ resistance campaigns have nonetheless been depicted as ‘successful’ in the project 
reports of MMBKSS and other development NGOs. The ‘success’ was due to securing fishing 
licenses with limited entitlements for adult members of Fisher households with approval from the 
National Park authority. But applying for, being interviewed for and obtaining a license often involves 
a lengthy bureaucratic process that is a difficult endeavour for a poor, illiterate Fisher. Given that, 
this type of ‘success’ constitutes a narrow and simplistic non-solution to the Fishers’ complex struggle 
for customary rights to resources. 
The trajectory of MMBKSS is a typical example of how a vibrant community organisation, 
mobilising masses of people on voluntary basis, turned into a more professional organisation with 
few leaders and a well-equipped office set-up, and well trained staff kept busy writing reports and 
proposals, but lacking effective collective action to defend their principal interest. Though 
unintended, the process lead to weakened community solidarity, subverted dissenting voices and 
reduced the voluntary spirit of the people. Moreover, the community gradually became aid dependent 
and began to seek external assistance even for solving minor development problems and to mobilise 
people for common cause.  
 This showed that the interventions, with respect to community building and collective mobilisation 
of marginalised peoples, were unable to promote wider social transformation. The reason is clear: 
                                                 
35 Cconservation authorities and experts obstructed community efforts to bitumenise the road passing through the 
National Park, construct a bridge over the river that connects with the park, and pass the power cables from the National 
Park forest to provide electricity to the villages across the park. 
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most of the development agencies were either disinterested in building community organisations for 
transformative purposes, as in the case of Dalits, or the prevailing processes of interventions 
inherently led to unintended consequences, as in the case of Fishers. In fact, the project-based and 
time-bound periods of community organisation and mobilisation lacked adequate social base for 
sustained action. Rather they diverted the attention from a call for deep-rooted transformation of 
unjust socio-economic, cultural and political structures that historically disadvantaged the 
marginalised peoples, to fragmented technical solutions. The interventions gradually contributed to 
create dependency of the marginalised peoples on external resources. This in effect, reduced 
dissenting voices against socioeconomic inequalities and discrimination, and weakened community 
solidarity and the agency leading to reproduction of unequal power relations and perpetuating the 
status quo.  
7.3.4 Local leadership 
Participatory community development programs in study villages generally aim to develop local 
leadership for the empowerment of marginalised communities. In doing so, they emphasise the 
standard, formal and mechanical ways of leadership development, but they were largely undermined 
in practice. Marginalised communities traditionally have their own organic processes for appointing 
community leaders. Fishers and Chepang communities in the past had Chautariyas – the headmen of 
the specified block of their settlement who governed common property resources within their 
territory. Chautariyas in Fisher communities ensured the equity of resources, opportunities and 
benefits within the communities, and were the community representatives who contacted outsiders. 
Following the influx of hill migrants after the 1960s, Fishers were gradually displaced, not only from 
their traditional territory and resources, but also by their weakened cultural and social organisation, 
and soon the Chautariyas vanished. Chepangs’ Chautariyas in the past were the key contact persons 
for state agencies to collect revenue, particularly land tax. However, the land and forest legislation 
introduced after the 1950s did not recognise Chepangs’ traditional resources ownership and use 
patterns and gradually the Chautarias also became non-functional. Chepang villages do, however, 
still have their traditional healers and religious leaders called Pandes, who largely guide the 
community in socio-cultural and religious functioning.  
It was a common experience of the marginalised peoples in all study villages that their traditional 
leaders were largely undermined in development practices. As discussed in earlier sections, 
restoration of the democratic political system in 1990 and the introduction of liberal economic 
policies and decentralised approaches opened up the fields of action for a number of grassroots 
organisations including producers’ organisations, cooperatives, community organisations, identity-
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based (caste, ethnicity, gender) organisations, youth clubs and mothers’ clubs. This proliferation of 
organisations obviously required a massive number of ‘leaders’ at local level. As a result the 
development agencies invested in leadership development interventions. Relatively well-to-do 
members of community, along with the educated, active and young who were keen to adopt the advice 
of experts, were quick to develop relationships with NGOs. They soon served as the main contacts 
for outside development experts and hence emerged as community leaders in this process. 
Such an induced leadership, however, barely represented the community as a whole. A Dalit leader 
from Pratappur, who had been the chairperson of an NGO-supported saving and credit cooperative 
for the past seven years, technically represented the Dalit community at least in 10 different forums 
at a local level. But the villagers said she was dismissive of and dominating to other group members, 
always keeping busy to please the development staff and taking advantage of the development 
resources. The villagers’ apathy toward this ‘leader’ was evident when they did not support her to 
protest even in a common issue of bullying by a non-Dalit elite against the Dalit peoples in her village.  
Chepang communities also had several such leaders in their villages who were associated with 
different political parties at a local level, and were the contact persons for outside development 
agencies or political elites approaching the community. They were the first points of contact for any 
development programs, so they controlled the information disseminated both to the villagers and the 
development agencies. One such leader in Shaktikhor had been handling the Citizens Housing 
Program for the past five years and almost all villagers suspected that there had been a massive 
misappropriation of development money, again a clear sign of the villagers’ mistrust in their leader. 
The chairperson and the program manager of the Fishers’ community organisation MMBKSS were 
among the key figures representing Fishers in every affair in Nawalparasi. But the villagers were 
unhappy with the way they were handling their fundamental concerns. Most of the time the 
community leaders engaged in routine activities such as delegations, meetings, training and reporting 
which the villagers viewed as the tasks of paid staff, not those of a leader. The community leaders 
who thus emerged had strategic contacts with the outside experts and state agencies, and had access 
to resources and opportunities and showed more confidence. However, only a few of them were 
trusted by the villagers as having potential capacity to lead the overall transformation of the 
communities. The villagers generally perceived that the current community leaders were co-opted by 
the local elites, involved in misappropriation of development resources, and indirectly joined hands 
in maintaining the status quo. Local leaders saw themselves as not only superior to ordinary villagers 
but also gradually detached themselves from the people. It was a common perspective among almost 
all community group leaders at the outset that ‘ignorance’ or ‘lack of awareness’ and traditional 
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outlooks prevalent among their fellow villagers were the main obstructions to progress in their 
communities: a view that mimicked the rhetoric of most of the development workers.  
7.4 Chapter summary 
In this chapter I described how development has been experienced by three highly marginalised 
communities of rural Nepal: Dalits, Fishers and Chepangs. I presented the synthesis of the 
marginalised peoples’ experiences of community development both in the ideological and practical 
arenas. Participatory development interventions that sought to empower the traditionally 
marginalised peoples through participation, capacity development, local leadership development, 
community building and collective mobilisation were assessed from the peoples’ perspectives.  
Hegemonic discourses and practices tend to view development narrowly as material progress, and 
both the marginalised peoples and development agencies were found to be deeply influenced by the 
lure of ‘technical quick fixes’ to address the socio-economic problems of the villagers. There was 
considerable mismatch and misalignment between the priority aspirations of people and the 
corresponding development interventions. The disjunctures were evident in all three study 
communities in varying degrees. Every major community development intervention that had intended 
to empower the marginalised peoples had instead contributed to maintaining the unjust social 
structure, rather than bringing about the meaningful transformation and empowerment of the people. 
The disjuncture showed the unequal power relationship of the actors involved in the development 
process.  
Though the marginalised peoples had increasingly participated in community development programs 
in the past 20 years, their involvement in most cases was largely tokenistic and symbolic. The 
development agencies generally invited local people to participate in the implementation of the 
specified programs. Participatory practices and processes did not provide adequate space for the 
marginalised peoples to have meaningful voices in the development decisions. Rather in some cases 
it turned out to be costly for and, in a few instances, exploitative of the people.  
Community development programs emphasised capacity building of the people as an important 
intervention; however, such interventions blatantly focused on individuals as units of change – a 
depoliticised view of the development problems – thereby entrenching the structural inequities that 
primarily disadvantaged and marginalised communities. This led to devising and seeking technical 
solutions to the long-standing political problems of development. 
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Both state and non-state community development agencies in the study communities invested in 
community organisation and local leadership development as part of their moves to empower the 
marginalised communities. However, they largely ignored the fact that the marginalised communities 
had their own organic ways of community organisation and leadership development. The 
development agencies generally organised communities around specific development 
projects/activities and introduced the instrumental processes to induce local leadership through 
training and exposure. Most of the community organisations thus formed generally existed as long as 
the project’s duration and thereafter became non-functional. A few issues-based organisations such 
as Dalit rights groups and land rights committees also discontinued after the termination of specific 
project support to the communities. This showed that, despite repeated rhetoric and focus on 
community solidarity in project activities, development agencies rarely intended to build the 
community organisations of the marginalised peoples with the clear aim of transforming the unjust 
socio-cultural, economic and political structures that oppressed and disadvantaged them.  
Development agencies generally used community organisations to showcase their local participation 
and to legitimise their specific project activities. For this, they looked for community leaders with a 
somewhat ‘modern’ outlook, who had a formal academic background, were enthusiastic about trying 
new technologies, and cooperative in implementation of the development programs. As a result, local 
leaders generally served as community agents for the development agencies; they often translated the 
development programs to local people, and fed back the community aspirations to the development 
agencies. In most cases the local leaders thus induced were already shaped by mainstream 
development thinking and ripe for co-optation by the local elites. The local leaders tended to be more 
conformist than radical activist promoting critical consciousness among the marginalised people for 
collective mobilisation to bring about structural transformation.  
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CHAPTER 8: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
8.1 Introduction  
In this chapter I first discuss the research findings in line with the principal research questions, and 
conclude the thesis by summarising key findings, research process, limitations and contribution of 
the research. Following the introductory section is the main body of the chapter that discusses key 
findings of the study with respect to the three principal research questions. The third section briefly 
summarises the research process, the central concerns of the research, and relevant findings. The 
fourth presents the limitations of the research, and the last section discusses the contribution of this 
research in participatory development theories, policies and practices. 
8.2 Responding to research questions 
8.2.1 Research Question 1: How do traditionally marginalised people engage with and 
respond to the community development programs of various state and non-state 
agencies?  
The case study findings illustrate that marginalised peoples variously engage and conform or 
accommodate, negotiate, contradict or resist the community development interventions of state and 
non-state agencies. The findings show that the first and primary form of engagement is to conform 
with or accommodate the interventions. Marginalised people accommodate the community 
development interventions even though they may fit poorly with their aspirations and contextual 
reality, and have little or no relevance for them. The act of conformity or accommodation was mostly 
found to be a conscious strategic action of the people, mainly because the villagers did not want to 
lose any opportunity to access development resources. At other times, the conformity appeared to be 
produced as an action of hegemonic ideas, such as a Chepang leader repeating the scientific rhetoric 
that forest protection is essential to supply ‘oxygen’ and hence justifies their engagement in a 
community forestry program that deprives them from their own traditional plots of shifting 
cultivation. 
This finding fits with that of Rossi (2006) who, drawing on a case study of an agricultural 
development project in the West African country of Niger, succinctly argued that farmers consciously 
adopted the strategy of conformity to the recipient role in the development project, in order to ensure 
greater chance of reaping some benefits from the development resources. Kothari (2001, p. 143) 
posits that marginalised peoples, however, have the greatest reason to challenge and confront power 
relations and structures, and are ‘brought or even bought’ to induce conformity ‘through the promise 
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of development assistance into the development processes’. Actor-oriented development scholars 
(such as Long & Ploeg 1989; Leeuwis et al. 1990; Long & Long 1992) argue that community 
development is a discursive field involving complex interfaces of multiple stakeholders with 
differential power, position and authority having distinct and sometimes conflicting interests. All 
these actors are not free floating agents; instead they are circumscribed by their socio-cultural, 
economic and political background that shapes their capacity to influence the development policies, 
processes and the outcomes (Paudel 2005). Therefore, marginalised peoples’ engagements in 
development processes should be viewed within the context of an unequal power configuration 
shaping inter-actor relationships that not only limit their capacity to counter the forces of dominance 
but often encourage conformity with the oppressive forces. 
The second form of engagement of the marginalised peoples in development constituted resistance 
or opposition politics against the dominant order and formal arrangements. Fishers’ collective protests 
against the atrocities of National Park authorities and the Dalit youths’ engagement in community 
organising to collectively oppose the caste-based discrimination and oppression at a local level are 
examples of resistance politics of the marginalised peoples. Marginalised peoples generally protested 
against unfavourable legislation and institutional practices in the subtle and hidden form that Scott 
(1986) calls ‘everyday forms of resistance’. However, in more recent years they were increasingly 
engaged in the political actions of lobbying, advocacy and a variety of campaigns such as sit-in 
protests, demonstrations and mass rallies, building alliances with NGOs, media, political actors and 
civil society to protest against the discrimination, exclusion and dispossession of their traditional 
territory and resources.  
The resistance tactics or oppositional politics of marginalised groups also manifested in the form of 
their deliberate avoidance of entering into the formal system of land entitlements in the past. As found 
in the case study results, both the Fishers and Chepangs overwhelmingly preferred to follow their 
traditional wanderer way of life in the past although they had choices to obtain formal entitlements 
of land and permanent settlements.  In fact, deliberate avoidance of formal entitlements of land 
ownership has been a strategy of indigenous peoples to reject the dominant social order. Scott (2009), 
in his seminal work on indigenous populations of the Southeast Asian countries, argues that some 
tribal groups deliberately avoid adopting formal measures of securing land and other resources in 
order to escape a repressive and exploitative state and enjoy their autonomous existence.  Rai (2014), 
in his study of Dhimals - one of the indigenous groups of Eastern Nepal - argues that Dhimals’ 
indifference to reclaiming land in the past was their political choice to evade oppressive state officials 
and landowning elites. 
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The third form of marginalised peoples’ engagement in development is negotiation. Chepangs’ 
reluctance to engage in collective marketing practices despite the establishment of a well-built 
marketing cooperative with the support from development NGOs, and the failed community fish pond 
schemes of Fishers, show the marginalised peoples’ negotiated approach to formalised arrangement 
of change determined by the external agencies. One can see apparent contradiction here, as the 
communities readily accepted the proposed schemes on the one hand, and showed apathy in engaging 
in these ventures on the other: resulting in the failure of both schemes. These finding show that 
marginalised peoples have their own world views with respect to their problems and are capable of 
negotiating and adopting strategies beyond the generalised comprehension of the outside ‘experts’ as 
to what is reasonable for them (de Certeau 1984 as cited by ; Masaki 2010). Apparently, the ‘felt 
needs’ of the cooperative for the Chepangs and community fish ponds for the Fishers were primarily 
perceived by the outside experts of development NGOs who prevailed in the decision to set up these 
schemes. The Fishers and the Chepangs could not resist openly the knowledge dominance of the 
experts, but they took the reverse turn in practice, based on their own strategies. Fishers’ reluctance 
to engage in the community fish ponds and homestay business reflects their world view that a 
livelihood does not merely equate to an income-generating activity, but is a socio-cultural practice 
bound up with their identity, cultural esteem and community solidarity. Development NGOs, 
however, perceived this outcome as ‘unintended’ and have subsequently focused on persuading the 
communities to engage in these operations through additional technical support with better 
management plans. This trajectory shows that the development agencies have difficulty in 
recognising different world views and expecting any strategies and actions of the actors that may 
change the predetermined development outcomes. 
Actor-oriented scholars argue that poor peoples’ decisions are not always influenced by economic 
and scientific rationality, rather they are conditioned by their own world views shaped by their socio-
cultural and economic contexts (Long & Ploeg 1989; Leeuwis et al. 1990; Long & Long 1992; 
McDonald & Macken-Walsh 2016). Marginalised peoples’ decisions to resist or negotiate the 
development interventions, as stated above, corroborate the claims of these scholars. For example, 
Chepangs could be in a better position to gain the most from the reforms that development NGOs 
sought to introduce through cooperative marketing practices, but instead chose to maintain a 
traditional patron-client trading system with the local merchants. As most of the Chepang households 
faced recurrent crises and often required emergency support, maintaining the traditional patronage of 
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the local merchants as a security measure was more important for them than immediate economic 
gain. 
Generally, development agencies approach the communities with a paternalistic, hegemonic 
conceptualisation of development as ‘modernisation’ in which marginalised peoples’ knowledge, 
agency and livelihood practices are practically undermined. They resonate with the idea of an 
evolutionary and deterministic path of development underpinned by technical and institutional 
transformations of the marginalised peoples, measured in terms of increased incomes, employment 
and growth in material wealth (Young 1995; Landini et al. 2014). In this conceptualisation, 
marginalised peoples are widely considered as ‘economically poor’ and labelled as ‘backward’ and 
‘ignorant’ so that they are in urgent need of appropriate interventions mostly in the ‘knowledge’ 
domain. However, the case study results show that marginalised peoples are neither ignorant nor 
backward but have their own understanding of the problems and potential solutions shaped by their 
socio-economic and cultural contexts which sometimes contradict with the mainstream ‘wisdom’.  
The evidence discussed in the preceding paragraphs may give an impression that marginalised 
peoples are absolutely capable of shaping their destiny. If that is the case, then naturally a question 
may arise – why they are in a persistent state of poverty, exclusion and marginalisation? Why we are 
still concerned about the empowerment and inclusion of these people in development processes? By 
appreciating marginalised peoples’ agency, I do not mean that there is nothing left to do to counter 
the factors and effects of exclusion and marginalisation. I aim to highlight here that marginalised 
people can be the active agents of change, but are in a weaker position in the power configuration of 
development settings. Therefore, community development practices primarily need to focus on 
transformation of the unequal relationships of power, rather than on instrumental technocratic quick-
fix solutions of immediate problems – if the goal is to empower the marginalised peoples in a 
sustainable way. 
8.2.2 Research Question 2: What aspects of development engagements produce empowering 
and/or disempowering implications on the marginalised communities and how?  
Evidence from the case studies suggests that both the state and non-state agencies, but particularly 
the NGOs, have increasingly invested resources in participatory processes aimed at empowerment 
and development of traditionally marginalised communities. As a result there are increasing numbers 
of participatory spaces available for marginalised people to engage in community development 
programs. However, their participation in development programs has mostly been symbolic, with 
limited opportunity to take part in decision-making processes. In some cases the participation was 
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oppressive, as the participatory platforms became the means to realise the vested interests of the state 
and other agencies. Chepang peoples’ participation in Community Forestry Programs and Fishers’ 
participation in Buffer Zone Development Programs were not only meaningless for them, having had 
no influence in the decision-making, but were also detrimental in terms of outcome. The Community 
Forest Users Groups and the Buffer Zone Users Groups acted only as a mechanism to legitimatise 
and further entrench state control over their traditional territory and resources. 
At the other end of the spectrum, the study results also showed that in a few instances the participatory 
processes enabled marginalised people to govern their affairs in a relatively autonomous way, with 
limited or no control on the part of the external agencies in program design and management aspects, 
which was generally empowering for them. Two cases in point are the self-organised activism of 
Dalits against caste-based oppressions at a local level during 2006, and Fishers’ protests against the 
atrocities of national park authorities during the mid-1990s; both actions apparently resulted in 
enhanced agency and solidarity of the villagers and hence empowered them. Both the Dalits’ and 
Fishers’ decisions to engage in these initiatives were conceived and implemented by themselves 
amidst immediate threats to their dignity and livelihood security and were relatively successful in 
transforming the social relationships of power in their favour. This finding mirrors that of another 
recent study in South Asia, where Gupta (2014), in a study of development practices in the Indian 
state of Rajasthan, found that autonomous activism of grassroots organisations clearly had potential 
to end socio-cultural and economic injustices – discrimination, oppressions and exploitation – by 
altering local power relations in favour of the oppressed.  
Gaventa (2006b) and Cornwall (2002) show that participatory spaces in development could be 
‘invited’ or ‘claimed’. Invited participation is the most popular form in development practices, where 
the development agencies create formal fora for the beneficiaries to participate, negotiate and reach 
consensus generally to achieve specified project goals. Participation in such consensus-oriented fora 
generally tends to be apolitical in nature, as the primary purpose is better management and control of 
the development project rather than to empower the participants (Craig & Porter 1997). Claimed 
participation is, however, a more organic form of engagement, where participatory spaces are created 
autonomously by the marginalised peoples or they are enabled to claim such spaces from the powerful 
other actors (Gaventa 2006b). Claimed participation is essentially a political process and is not limited 
to achieving a discrete purpose; hence it has more potential to transform the social order in favour of 
marginalised people. 
Most of the participatory spaces aimed at economic development of marginalised people, including 
saving and credit groups, cooperatives or users’ groups and associated practices in study villages, 
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corresponded with the ‘invited space’ of participation with little possibility to influence the 
development processes and outcomes. Therefore, despite an increasing trend of participation in 
externally supported development programs, marginalised people saw few prospects for increasing 
their control over development decisions except within the few endogenous initiatives. In the light of 
these findings I concur with Gupta (2014), who argues that participation in community development 
programs introduced by development NGOs rarely empowers the marginalised people. Development 
critics have long questioned the mainstream approaches of participatory development on the grounds 
that they are less likely to enable marginalised people to influence or control development decisions, 
rather they result in forms of control that are more difficult to challenge (Mayo & Craig 1995; Cleaver 
2001; Kothari 2001).  
Nevertheless, the idea of self-help or helping the poor to help themselves, inherent in participatory 
processes of economic development activities, is also problematic in the sense that it views 
marginalised peoples’ problems merely as economic deprivation. Such deprivation is definitely a 
grave concern for marginalised people, but it does not stand alone. Rather it is intricately associated 
with long-standing socio-cultural, economic and political injustices vested with unequal social 
relationships of power. Self-help oriented development programs ignore the unequal power 
relationships and hence have limited scope to empower the participants. They aim to improve the 
situation of the marginalised peoples within the existing socio-economic landscape without any 
fundamental transformation of the society (Morgan 2016). 
Another area of engagement of marginalised people in development programs that potentially 
influenced empowerment implications was capacity building intervention. The capacity building 
programs that the marginalised peoples were engaged with could broadly be divided into two types. 
The first and most prominent was aimed at developing the technical skills of participants in specific 
areas such as driving; electrical, electronic and mechanical repair work; masonry; embroidery; or 
improved farming and livestock keeping techniques to enable them to tap incomes opportunities in 
those respective areas. The second type of intervention was educational, aimed at cognitive 
development of the participants.  
The study results show that marginalised people are not only denied productive resources and 
opportunities but also lack self-worth due to the long-standing problems of socio-cultural and political 
exclusion, domination and suppression. As a result, most are unaware about their rights and in many 
cases are unable to adequately comprehend their own power and agency. Therefore, capacity building 
interventions that aim to develop their critical consciousness would be helpful for them to enhance 
their agency. An increased sense of confidence among community leaders verifies this claim.  
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The engagement of marginalised people in capacity building programs run by NGOs also produced 
remarkably negative implications in some aspects of group and community affairs. The most notable 
was the increased dependency of some community organisations on external agencies and experts, 
particularly NGOs for their resources and knowledge, which gradually weakened their autonomous 
decision-making capacity. Another problematic aspect of engagement with respect to capacity 
building initiatives is that it generally focused on individuals as the unit of change. Emphasis on 
individual capacity is inherently problematic as it implies people are responsible for their own 
livelihoods, and if they have failed it is because of their limited capacities (Kamat 2004). By doing 
so, development agencies implicitly blame poor villagers for their inability to advance due to personal 
deficiencies, and ignore the structural issues of discrimination, domination and oppression. 
This ultimately discourages marginalised people to act collectively to transform unjust socio-cultural 
and economic settings, and instead encourages ‘successes at an individual level within their existing 
socio-cultural and economic contexts. Hence, capacity building interventions that aimed to bring 
changes at an individual level have been disempowering in the sense that they individualised the long-
standing socio-economic, cultural and political problems faced by the marginalised peoples as 
something that could be quick-fixed through technical solutions.  
The case study results also show variable implications for community organisations, solidarity, 
leadership and collective action due to the engagements of marginalised people with external 
development agencies. Collaboration of the autonomous organisations of the villagers with external 
agencies, particularly NGOs, directly impacted on intra-organisational culture, processes, practices 
and leadership. The priorities of community organisations shifted from organising and mobilising 
active participants for social justice to creating ‘services for the clients’ (Choudry & Shragge 2011, 
p. 503), as is evident in the cases of Fishers and Dalits. The NGOs provided them with financial and 
technical support in the form of discrete time-bound projects. Such short-term projects with pre-
determined activities, targets, resources, budgets and expected results required efficient delivery of 
the development services with measurable achievements within the given time frame of usually one 
or two years. We have to note here that marginalised peoples’ core concerns are the claims for 
redistribution of resources and recognition that obviously require sustained campaigns with concerted 
efforts without guarantee of immediate success. Such long-term campaigns, however, do not fit into 
the time-bound projects supported by the development NGOs. Hence, training on technical and 
managerial skills for microenterprises and personal development that could easily be measured in 
‘numbers’ gained primacy in development projects introduced by the NGOs. Support for the 
community’s claims for redistribution of resources and recognition were pushed to the back seat.  
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The collaboration of the villagers’ organisations with development NGOs also had negative 
implications on local leadership. As soon as they collaborated with the development NGOs to 
introduce the time-bound projects, professional and technical staff were required to execute the 
projects effectively. This displaced the voluntary organic leaders who had no formal academic 
background. The traditional leaders had emotional attachment to the organisation and collective 
struggles and therefore had moral authority to bind community members together and mobilise for a 
common goal. Obviously it was not so easy for the paid staff to mobilise the villagers voluntarily in 
project activities. Therefore, the community mobilisers who previously worked with a voluntary spirit 
were demoralised in the new environment. They now had to work to enrol the villagers into the 
development projects to achieve the yearly targets set by the NGOs, rather than mobilising the 
villagers in collective struggles. Moreover, funding imperatives meant that staff and executives were 
always busy preparing project proposals and negotiating and reporting to the donors, rather than 
organising and mobilising community members, thus weakening both community solidarity and 
collective action. 
There is an emerging trend of literature in development studies describing the process of 
professionalisation and institutionalisation of community organisations of the marginalised groups 
and its implications on struggles for justice, particularly in the context of their collaboration with 
development NGOs (for example:  Jad 2004; Govinda 2009; Choudry & Shragge 2011; O'Reilly 
2011; Shrestha & Adhikari 2011; Gupta 2014; Roy 2015). This literature broadly informs us that 
when community organisations collaborate with external agencies for resources they gradually co-
opt with the mainstream, divert from critical forms of resistance and ultimately lose their 
transformative potential. The study findings of this research corroborate the claims of this literature. 
Craig and Porter (1997, p. 229) argue that ‘projects, professionals and the organisations’ are three 
integral components, playing a dominant role in mainstream development practices. They operate in 
specific forms of practices and processes which are primarily the means to control and manage project 
activities, rather than to promote community empowerment, participation and collective action. 
To sum up, in a few instances marginalised peoples’ engagement in community development 
programs contributed to strengthen their agency and community solidarity, but in many cases it led 
to disempowerment. When development agencies supported marginalised peoples’ endogenous 
efforts with little or no interference in their decisions, it generally resulted in an increased sense of 
agency and empowerment among the villagers. In cases of engagement through participation in 
‘invited spaces’ of development programs or projects, such as users groups for income generating 
activities or capacity building, the participation generally turned out to be symbolic, manipulative, 
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ritualistic or meaningless, resulting in a reduced sense of agency among the participants. 
Development programs or projects introduced by external agencies were generally in a short-term 
format with predetermined goals, objectives, activities and budgets. When community organisations 
collaborated with NGOs to secure short-term projects they lost their transformative potential through 
the processes of professionalisation and bureaucratisation of the organisation, forced replacement of 
organic leadership by paid staff and divergence of the organisation’s focus from sustained struggles 
for justice to immediate service delivery mode. 
8.2.3 Research Question 3: How can state and non-state actors improve their engagements in 
order to ensure empowerment and inclusive development of marginalised communities?  
From the discussion in sections 8.2.2 and 8.2.3, it is clear that there are inherent weaknesses and 
disjuncture in participatory development practices that result in unintended consequences, despite 
their efforts to foster empowerment and inclusion of marginalised people. There are no quick-fix 
solutions to the development problems of marginalised people as they are deeply rooted in long-
standing socio-economic, cultural and historical processes of exclusion, oppression and 
dispossession. However, based on the study results there are several areas where development 
agencies could focus their attention in order to improve their engagements and minimise negative 
implications.  
First, development agencies need to acknowledge the marginalised people’s agency in development 
processes. As the case of the failure of the marketing cooperative of Chepang showed, marginalised 
people have the capacity to resist or modify the planned outcomes of a development. Community 
development practitioners and policy makers mostly do not acknowledge people’s agency while 
planning development interventions. Fishers’ resistance to development interventions of NGY 
suggested that development agencies tend merely to ‘invite’ people to participate in development 
programs at the implementation stage. This tendency is disempowering from the outset as it treats the 
villagers as passive objects of development: incapable of shaping their destiny by themselves.  
Second, development agencies need to explore possibilities of strengthening and promoting ‘claimed 
spaces’ of participation that would better serve the process of marginalised people’s agency, solidarity 
and collective action for social justice. The effectiveness of community participation in claimed 
spaces in terms of empowerment is evidenced in the cases of Dalits and Fishers. The external support 
of NGOs for the autonomous activism of Dalits in the initial years played a significant role in 
organising and mobilising Dalits against caste-based oppression, working to transform local power 
relations and weaken caste-based discrimination and oppression at a local level. 
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Fishers’ collective protests were also initially successful when they defended their customary fishing 
rights and negotiated with the local conservation authority for fishing licenses. In their quest for 
effective implementation of discrete projects, development agencies increasingly concentrated on 
building project-specific ‘formal organisations’ such as users’ groups and ignored the endogenous 
forms of social organisations. The case study results illustrated that marginalised peoples’ 
engagement through such formal organisational processes were purely symbolic, as they had little or 
no influence on development decisions. The participatory processes in such ‘invited spaces’ did little 
to help the marginalised people to overcome exclusion, subordination and oppression. Rather, in some 
instances participation in such spaces further alienated the villagers from their traditional lands and 
resources by entrenching state control through local gatekeepers. In most of cases, formal 
participatory spaces became the mechanism to legitimise the development agencies’ preconceived 
ideas for interventions.  
Third, most of the development programs and projects sought to achieve quick results based on 
predetermined objectives and goals, designed in a linear logic within narrow technocratic and 
instrumentalist terms of reference. Development agencies need to acknowledge the complex and 
unpredictable social realities of marginalised communities and thereby explore the prospects of 
meaningful participation, empowerment and inclusive development. Development agencies, 
particularly NGOs, need to adopt strategies to support the long-term struggles of marginalised peoples 
rather than short-term projects. As discussed in the preceding sections, marginalised people have been 
the victims of long-standing problems of socio-cultural and economic injustices and exclusion that 
requires sustained efforts to overcome. The project approach to development tends to promote 
ineffectual short-term measures or quick fixes that may help to address the symptoms to some extent, 
but definitely do not address the underlying causes of exclusion and marginalisation. 
Furthermore, in most cases, discrete projects encouraged the process of professionalisation and 
bureaucratisation of community organisations, and side-stepped the agenda of collective struggles for 
justice. Hickey & Mohan (2005) contend that participatory development practices can only contribute 
to social transformation if they are pursued as a continuous process of social change rather than as 
discrete sets of technocratic interventions. This analysis posits that participation of marginalised 
people in collective struggles tends to be transformative, while in practice development NGOs 
generally face limitations to promote participatory processes in collective struggles, as required for 
progressive social change (Hickey & Mohan 2005; Wald 2015).  
Fourth, capacity building interventions in development practices need to focus broadly on promoting 
political social action of the marginalised people. The case studies results illustrate that capacity 
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building interventions targeted at marginalised communities mostly focused narrowly on the 
technical skills of individuals as the main driver of social change. Due to this tendency, development 
agencies gradually shifted their priority from supporting marginalised communities in their collective 
struggles against the structural barriers that disadvantaged them, to improving individual’s capacity 
to better manage their everyday living within the existing social order.  
Fifth, personal inadequacies (such as apprehensive feelings among Dalits) could be the barrier to 
some extent for assertive action against social injustices, hence some culturally appropriate 
interventions might also be required at a personal level. But such interventions should clearly be the 
part of a broader strategy to promote the politics of redistribution and recognition. Merely seeking 
technical solutions at an individual level implies that the peoples themselves are responsible for their 
poverty and marginalisation and require no redistribution in resources and opportunities. It increases 
the risks of legitimising the existing unjust social order. This is a depoliticised way of thinking and 
action of development which cannot be empowering for the marginalised people (Berner & Phillips 
2005). 
8.3 Limitations of this study 
This study, like any other, has limitations. Some limitations are generic, associated with qualitative 
research design, while others are specific to this research context. One of the worst natural disasters 
in the history of Nepal happened during the data collection for this research. On 25 April 2015 a 
devastating earthquake of 7.6 magnitude on the Richter scale struck Nepal, killing nearly 9,000 people 
and injuring more than 22,000 in 31 out of the country’s 75 districts (NPC 2015). One of the study 
communities, Chepang, was among those most affected by the earthquake, with a number of 
casualties, injuries and considerable damage to houses, schools and other infrastructure. Due to the 
chaotic situation triggered by the earthquake and subsequent aftershocks, people in the study 
communities experienced a deep sense of insecurity and were confined in their homes with limited 
social and collective activities.  
This forced me to readjust my planned schedule and methods of data collection in the field. I spent 
30 more days in the field than originally planned, and modified my data collection methods and 
approaches to focus on observations, key informants’ interviews and focus group discussion rather 
than using different participatory tools as planned. This affected both the quality and quantity of the 
data. 
Despite this considerable disruption, I collected large amounts of data through in-depth personal 
interviews (41), focus groups (6), observations and document reviews that took several months to 
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transcribe, translate into English, code and analyse. However, this process also helped me to become 
familiar with the data and to interpret properly in the writing process. A broader picture would emerge 
if I were able to examine the roles and perspectives of other actors with direct stakes in the 
development processes, including development professionals and local political elites. However, the 
research aimed to assess empowerment implications specifically from the marginalised people’s 
perspectives, so in this study other actors’ perspectives were considered only when it was necessary 
in a few instances to verify critical information from the development professionals’ viewpoints.  
I was familiar with the study communities and their situations, therefore there was a possibility that 
my pre-conceived subjectivity may prevail in the collection and interpretation of the data. However, 
I was fully aware of my key role as a researcher to maintain the quality of the research. Therefore, a 
number of precautionary measures were adopted during the data collection and analysis to minimise 
personal subjectivities and maintain the quality of the research (which I have discussed in detail in 
Chapter 3). I adopted a reflexive approach in the data collection and analysis processes to make sure 
that correct data was used to appropriately interpret the social phenomena under study.  I collected as 
many divergent viewpoints as possible with respect to the particular phenomena under investigation 
and every piece of information was carefully checked to see whether it was a representative voice or 
an isolated expression. This helped to reduce the possibilities of personal bias towards a particular 
explanation. Still, as they are situated in an interpretive constructivist paradigm of inquiry, the 
findings and conclusions of the present study may not be absolutely verifiable and alternative 
interpretations may be extrapolated.  
8.4 Contributions of the study to existing knowledge, policies and practices 
This study began by asserting the need to take into account the views and perspectives of marginalised 
people into participatory development processes and practices. For this purpose, the study aimed to 
examine how traditionally marginalised people perceived their engagement with different actors in 
community development practices in rural Nepal. This study is unique, particularly in the Nepalese 
context, as it specifically focused on the everyday interactions of marginalised people and on the 
power relations in participatory development processes. The study moved away from the dominant 
trend of deterministic studies that primarily aim to evaluate the inputs and outputs of development 
interventions, portraying marginalised people as passive recipients of development resources. 
Revealing the agency of marginalised people in participatory development settings is an important 
contribution of this study. 
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The study findings run counter to the widespread assumption in orthodox development discourses, 
policies and practices that marginalised peoples are ignorant and disempowered requiring external 
interventions. Development agencies generally use pre-conceived notions to make available a 
standard set of opportunities for the people through their interventions; however, marginalised people 
adopt different tactics to take advantage of these opportunities within their own contexts. Chepangs’ 
compliance with the proposal of a development NGO to set up a marketing cooperative on the one 
hand and continuation of their traditional trading relationship with local merchants on the other show 
that marginalised people are capable of adopting appropriate strategies and exercising their agency in 
community development processes. Moreover, Fishers’ self-organised resistance against the 
atrocities of national park authorities counters the ‘ignorant’ and ‘disempowered’ narratives of 
development professionals. It is nevertheless true that marginalised people’s agency should be 
understood within the socio-economic and political contexts of inequalities that condition and limit 
their ability to influence development processes and outcomes. 
The study has brought to light the experiences of marginalised people whose opinions generally find 
little space not only in development decisions, but also in empirical studies. Development planners 
and policy makers have increasingly realised that it is critically important to understand the views 
and perspectives of marginalised people and their agency while engaging with them in the 
development processes (see for example, UNDP 2004; Jones et al. 2009; UNDP 2009; GoN & UNDP 
2014). Therefore, this study has contributed much needed knowledge of the perspectives of the most 
deprived people of Nepal, namely Madhesi Dalits, landless poor fishing communities, and Chepangs. 
The research participants’ comments have contributed to an understanding of several important 
aspects of interaction between marginalised peoples and external development agencies, particularly 
NGOs. Some of those aspects include: i) differences and prominent mismatches in the development 
priorities of marginalised people and external agencies; ii) factors hindering the change process and 
maintaining status quo, such as professionalisation of community organisations and sidestepping 
critical issues of changes; and iii) factors triggering and hindering community solidarity and collective 
actions of marginalised people. The insights gained in this study through the lived experiences of 
marginalised people with respect to their engagements in community development may encourage 
other researchers to prioritise marginalised voices in future development research endeavours.  
The study reconfirms the empirical literature that shows complexities, contradictions and challenges 
inherent in participatory processes, particularly when the aim is to empower the marginalised 
participants. Hence, the study contributes to ongoing theoretical debates regarding participatory 
processes’ transformative potential, and also provides research that can be used to effectively plan 
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and implement participatory development policies and programs. The study findings have practical 
significance for formulating and implementing inclusive development policies and practices of 
government and non-government organisations, particularly in the context of developing countries.  
The study urges that development policies aiming to empower marginalised people need to be 
structured with a primary focus on transforming the existing unequal relationship of power, rather 
than on apolitical technical interventions narrowly aimed at economic benefits. The findings of this 
study apparently have direct relevance in Nepal’s rural development policies and institutional 
practices. It is, however, hoped that the findings will be equally useful within similar contexts in other 
least developed countries. 
8.5 Thesis summary and conclusion  
This research set out to address questions regarding the empowerment potential of participatory 
development programs directed at socially marginalised poor communities. A key research gap was 
identified: that the perspectives of socially marginalised people engaged in community development 
programs of various state and non-state agencies were poorly reflected in empirical literature. This 
research aimed to fill this gap by adopting a micro sociological approach of research to observe and 
make sense of the everyday experiences of marginalised people in participatory development 
processes.  
Development literature suggests that participatory interventions embed into the life world so that the 
interventions essentially involve power and authority. Therefore, development processes reflect and 
exacerbate the divergent and often conflicting interests and worldviews of different socio-cultural 
groups in the society rather than forming a shared understanding. This implies a populist assumption 
of mainstream development discourses and practices that participatory processes of external 
interventions, carefully designed and implemented by professional ‘experts’, can induce 
‘empowerment’ among marginalised peoples. This assumption is unrealistic and flawed. 
Development intervention is a social interface that involves multiple actors with differential power 
and position and passes through a complex process of negotiation, resistance and accommodation of 
different actors leading to unpredictable outcomes. Therefore, an actor-oriented perspective and 
social interface analysis approach was adopted to comprehend the everyday experiences of 
marginalised people within the unequal power configurations of development settings. 
Through engaging with the participatory development literature and drawing primarily on in-depth 
interviews, focus groups and observation of the case study communities, the study showed that 
various state and non-state agencies have increasingly adopted and promoted participatory 
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approaches and invested resources for the socio-economic development of marginalised people; 
however, the equity and empowerment implications of these efforts to the local communities were 
limited.  
Collaboration of marginalised peoples’ organisations with external development agencies, 
particularly the NGOs, provided opportunities for them to access development resources, engage in 
networks and develop leadership. However, NGOs also contributed to the ‘professionalisation’ of 
community organisations that valued leaders with professional or academic knowledge, rather than 
those with indigenous wisdom. In several instances NGOs advocated on behalf of ‘ignorant’ peoples 
and displaced them from collective participation in social struggles against systemic discrimination 
and oppression. Interactions of community groups with NGOs led to the co-option of community 
leaders from the elite groups, turning them into local brokers – a different social category – rather 
than active agents to encourage grassroots mobilisation for social transformation. The communities 
had begun to seek external assistance even for solving minor development problems and there were 
issues of misappropriation of development resources.  
These effects, though unintended, contributed to marginalised people being the passive recipients of 
development aid, thereby quieting dissenting voices against socioeconomic inequalities and 
discrimination, and weakening community solidarity and agency. This reproduced unequal power 
relations and perpetuated the status quo. The results indicated that in their efforts to empower 
marginalised people, NGOs promoted neoliberal notions of empowerment that focused on individual 
capacities and needs. The poverty and voicelessness of marginalised people were viewed as issues of 
inadequate individual capacity rather than the outcomes of a long socio-cultural and historical process 
of subordination that resulted in reduced power and limited access to resources and opportunities. 
The individualistic approaches undermined the potential for collective struggles of equity and justice. 
Local people were encouraged to focus on personal gain rather than collective welfare. Development 
programs in neoliberal settings emphasised managerial and technical solutions for the problems of 
poverty and exclusion, diverting attention from collective struggles against socio-cultural and 
political oppression. This became an incentive for local leaders and community elites to be co-opted 
with the existing power structures, deriving personal benefits rather than mobilising active citizenry 
for social transformation. This, in effect, limited the scope of community development to economic 
reductionism, ignoring complex socio-cultural and political barriers for empowerment of the 
marginalised people. 
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Appendices 
Appendix 1: Scheme for data collection  
 
Criteria (Information) Variables to analyse Methods Questions 
Research Question1: How do traditionally marginalised communities in rural Nepal engage in community development practices? 
 
Community engagements in 
development 
Community Agency  
- Resistance 
- Cooperation 
- Accommodation 
- Self-Initiatives 
(endogenous) 
Community 
aspirations of 
development 
- Prioritised needs 
 
- Interviews 
- Focus group 
discussions 
- observation 
 
- What are the everyday experiences with respect 
to the past and ongoing community development 
programs? (Interviews) 
- What are the endogenous processes of 
community development?  (Interviews) 
- What significant changes are brought about by 
community development programs in livelihoods 
of the socially marginalised peoples / groups? 
How? (Focus Group) 
 Indicators 
- increased self-confidence 
- Access to opportunities and resources 
- Changes in exclusionary/discriminatory practices  
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Question 2: What aspects of these development engagements produce the empowering or disempowering impacts on marginalised communities 
and how do such impacts occur? 
Participatory processes and 
resulting implications in 
- Capacity development 
intervention 
- Community building 
- Collective action 
 
Power configuration in the 
participatory processes and 
practices 
- Invited Vs claimed spaces of 
participation 
- Protective power 
- Oppressive power 
- Collaborative power 
- Collusive power 
- Approaches to the disadvantaged 
 
- Position on power relation  
 
 
- Interviews 
- Focus Group 
- Observation 
- Document 
Review 
- - Roles of development professionals and community 
participants  in participatory processes (Interviews) 
- - Who created the spaces of participation for what purpose? 
(Interviews) 
- - How effective are the community organisations to mobilise 
marginalised people in development process?(Focus Group) 
- - How sustainable are the community organisations, formed 
as part of development interventions. (Interviews) 
- - How are the problems of marginalisation and exclusion 
conceptualised in development practice? (Document 
Review) 
- - Are there differences in understanding of the 
marginalisation between community and development 
workers? (Interviews)  
- - Is the power relation taken into consideration in 
development planning and programs? (Documents 
Review/Observation) 
- - How is it reflected in practice? (Observation) 
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Research Question 3: How can the state and non-state development actors improve their engagement so as to ensure empowerment and 
inclusive development of the target communities? 
SWOT analysis Empowering modes of 
engagements 
(what/where/how) 
Disempowering modes of 
empowerments 
(What/where/how) 
 
Focus Group  
 
 
-What are the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and 
threats of the development practices in terms of 
community empowerment?  
- What are innovative approaches/processes in 
development? 
- What needs to improve? 
- What needs to be institutionalised/scaled up/scaled 
out? 
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Appendix 2: Interview and focus group checklists  
Checklist for PERSONAL INTERVIEWS with COMMUNITY MEMBERS 
 
A. Demographic information     
                Informant’s code:  
 
Name of the respondent: ………………………………………     age: …………………….. 
  
Address:   
  Village Development Committee (VDC): ………………………. …………. 
  Ward no:…………………………….. 
 
Community /Group affiliation 
 
Name of the group    Position: 
 
Duration of affiliation: 
 
Main Occupation:   Farming/Wage work /non-farm 
 
Educational status: Literate/High School/ Above than High School 
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B.  Engagements in Development 
 
1. In your view, what are the most important 3 issues of development in your community?  
 
2. Do you have any collective self-help initiatives to tackle these issues?  
a. If Yes, What they are, how they are going? 
 
3. What are the main focuses of the development programs of external agencies? 
 
4. Which approach -self-help or externally supported-is more effective in achieving the 
expected development goals? Why? 
 
5. Could you please give me your good experiences of engagement in community development 
practices? 
6. Are there any bitter experiences in such engagement? What they are? 
 
7. How do you find yours role in overall development planning and implementation process? 
 
8.  Could you give me the factors that enable or constrain you to participate in community 
development practices? 
 
9. How do you find the role of development actors?  
 
10. What are the issues you would like/dislike the most about your interface with community 
development process/actors in your area? 
 
11. Do you feel more dignity to participate in development process? How? 
 
12. Is there any particular development initiative that, in your view, is important to reduce the 
persistent ethnicity, gender and caste-based biases and discriminations in the community?  
a. if yes, what they are, how they have been implemented? 
b. What are the achievements? 
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Check list for PERSONAL INTERVIEWS with DEVELOPMENT ACTORS  
 
A.  Demographic information     
Informant’s code:  
Name of respondent: …………………………………………….Age: ………………. 
 Work station Address:   
Organisational  affiliation 
Name of the organisation                                                Position: 
Duration of affiliation with the organisation 
Duration of working in the specific location 
Educational status:  
B. Engagement with the community in development  
1. What do you see the main problems of people/community here? 
2.  How do you see the poverty and marginalisation problems of the community? 
3. What do you think about the way out of solving this problem? 
4. How do you see the role of community in development process? 
5. How do you ensure the community to take part effectively in their roles and responsibilities? 
6. What roles do you have in development planning and implementation? 
7. How do you see the status of gender, caste and ethnicity related issues in your working areas? 
8.  Do you have any direct action to tackle these issues?   if yes, what they are, how they have been 
implemented? What are the achievements so far? 
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Check list for Focus Group Discussion - COMMUNITY LEADERS 
1. How do people perceive about their state of poverty and marginalisation? 
 
2. Do they feel more dignity with engagement in development practices? Why, how?  
Indicators 
- Participation 
- Leadership development 
- Community solidarity 
3. Do they think their voices are increasingly heard? How? 
 
4. Do they think that they have increased access to resources and opportunities?  How? 
Indicators 
- access to market 
- access to services 
- access to land and other natural resources (forest/water) 
- access to other livelihoods options  
 
5. Do they feel development interventions have helped reduce the ethnicity/caste based 
discrimination and oppression over time? How?  
Indicators 
- Changes in gender relations 
- Increased participation in local level  decision-making structures 
- Reduction in discriminatory practices (dalits). 
6. What significant changes are brought about by community development programs in 
livelihoods of the peoples / groups? How?  
      Indicators 
- Changes in incomes 
- Access to opportunities and resources 
- Changes in gender relations 
- Changes in exclusionary/discriminatory practices in socio-cultural and political affairs. 
 
7. What are the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats of the development 
practices in terms of community empowerment? 
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Appendix 3: Ethics Approval Letter 
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Appendix 4: Program Information Sheet 
 
 
 
 
Information Sheet 
Research Project: Including the Excluded: Marginalised Disadvantaged Communities and Development 
Practices in Rural Nepal 
Researcher: Ganga Dutta Acharya, PhD student, The University Queensland, Australia 
Study Purpose: The main purpose of this study is to understand the development actors-citizens relationships 
in poor and socially marginalised community development practices in rural Nepal. Three poor rural 
communities- Dalits, Chepangs and Bote/Majhi/Mushahar- from two districts- Chitwan and Nawalparasi – of 
Southern Central Nepal are selected for this study. We will gather the required data through interviews, focus 
group discussion and informal interactions with people of the study area. 
Participation in the study 
We would like community members and development workers to participate in this research. Your 
participation is voluntary and you can leave at any time without any difficulty.  From the community members, 
we would like you to answer questions about the development experiences of your community.  We would 
seek at least 10 adult members of the community including both the male and female to participate in personal 
interviews each of which may take up to 1 hour.  
You may further be invited to take part in focus group discussion also that may last for about three hours.  
From the development workers, we seek yours opinions regarding development issues of the community, yours 
approaches to address them and relevant personal experiences. 
Privacy 
We assure you that your privacy and confidentiality will be absolutely protected.  We will note your name and 
location but this information is only for the records of the research team and will remain confidential.  You 
will not be identified individually in any of the results of the research.  All of your responses to questions and 
information, such as relating to business activities, will also be private.  All the results of the research will be 
given as combined information across many people with no names mentioned in the report.  
School of Agriculture and Food Sciences 
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This study has been cleared by one of the human research ethics committees of the University of Queensland 
in accordance with the Australian National Health and Medical Research Council’s guidelines.  You are free 
to discuss your participation in this study with the researcher shown below.  If you would like to speak to an 
officer of the University of Queensland not involved in this study, you may contact Associate Professor  Don 
Cameron,  the Ethics Officer on +61 7 33653924. 
If you have any difficulty in making contact with these persons you should ask the researcher.  
With many thanks for your assistance. 
 
Jim Cavaye 
Associate Professor 
The University of Queensland 
Australia 
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Appendix 5:  Participant consent form 
 
Research Title:  Including the Excluded: Marginalised Disadvantaged Communities and 
Development Practices in Rural Nepal 
Researcher: Ganga Dutta Acharya, PhD Student, The University Queensland, Australia 
I agree to be involved in the above research project as a respondent. I have read the relevant research 
information sheet and understand the nature of the research and my role in it. 
S.No. Name of the participant 
Recording of 
my interviews 
Signature/thumb 
print 
Date 
Yes No 
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
 
I, Ganga Dutta Acharya, certify that I have explained the research project to the person/s listed 
above and I judge that they understand their role and have consented to be involved. 
 
Signature of Researcher…………………………… Date………/……/ 2015 
 
 
